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Synopsis






          When Jack Ransom became relief driver for the slum children's annual picnic, he didn't know that Madam Death was leading him... or that old Doc Turner, his partner in crime-fighting, would also be trapped in a new and insidious net drawing tight about the helpless, innocent folks of Morris Street!



The Spider, August 1942, with "Death Goes to a Picnic"
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          THE station wagon was crowded with chattering children. They were wide-eyed to perceive a sky not circumscribed by tenement roofs, or grass not marked Keep Off. The narrow, dirt road ran along the base of a daisy-studded hill and in a lush pasture to the right a herd of cows grazed.


"One's white, Frankie!" exclaimed Becky Aaronson, who was eight and small for her age. "It's all white. Gee, I didn't know there was white cows."


"'Course dere's white cows, stupid." Frankie Lynch was supercilious with the worldly wisdom of his ten years. "Dey're de ones dat give cream."


Up front, Jack Ransom grinned. "Ain't that rich, Mrs. Morton?"


Hair the lustrous blue-black of midnight showed through the open crown of the cart-wheel straw hat worn by the silent woman beside him. The brim hid her face.


"But then," Jack went on, "you got to figure those poor kids wouldn't know cows was anything besides pictures on milk wagons, if it wasn't for these picnics the Morris Street Settlement runs each year."


The woman made no more response to that than she had to the other remarks he'd addressed to her during the past twenty miles or so. He shrugged, his blunt-jawed, youthful countenance sobering. "Say. You sure you told me the right turn off the Parkway, back there?"


"Of course I am." Her voice was deep, vibrant. "Very sure." Her hands were thrust into the pockets of her beige polo coat. Her legs, in dark green slacks, were long and slim. On her slender feet she wore mannish brogues. Ransom had not yet seen her face clearly. "Do you think if I weren't certain I knew the route, I should have asked you to stop no matter how important my 'phone call was?"


Ransom slowed for a curve. "No. I don't guess you would have." But he was still uneasy. That stop had separated them from the two big buses they'd been following and there were no wheel tracks in the dusty surface of this lonely road. "How much farther is it?"


"Not far."


The curve took them around the hill, into woods that suddenly spilled down the slope. A rustic sign on the right said:


YOU ARE NOW ENTERING THE STATE FOREST


and something about being careful of fires. Jack thrust fingers through the carrot thatch of his hair. "I dunno, ma'am. Either we're going wrong or the buses did. Their big double tires would have left marks on this road."


He took his foot off the gas, and put it on the brake pedal. "I'm going to stop and see if I can find the farmer who owns those cows and ask—"


"No," Mrs. Morton broke in, so low that the Pavlich twins on the seat beyond her did not hear. "You're driving on." Her left hand, still in her pocket, pressed something hard against his ribs. "Unless you'd rather stop here permanently."


Skin tightened over the youth's cheekbones, but he grinned tautly. "If that's supposed to be a joke, it ain't funny."


The thing pressed harder. "Take your hands from that wheel and you will learn it is no joke. Drive faster, please. We are already a little late."


"Late for what?"


No answer.


If he started anything, Jack realized, one of the kids was sure to get hurt. There was nothing for him to do but obey.


The speedometer crept up to thirty-five, stayed there at the woman's low command. The forest got thicker. Its boughs met overhead and they were boring through a tunnel of greenish gloom. In back, Tony Scanto started singing Chattanooga Choo- Choo. The others joined in. The shrill chorus covered Jack's words: "What's the big idea? What are you up to?"


The only response was a little chuckle at the back of the woman's throat.


The road was curving again and Ransom couldn't see more than five feet ahead. The trees that blocked his view opened out. He leaned forward and stared through the windshield.


What had come into view, ahead there, became a little more distinct. Jack's neck cords tautened and abruptly he found it hard to breathe.


IF Jan Marvich hadn't sprained his ankle, this morning, slipping on an oil slick on the floor of the Hogbund Lane Garage, Jack would have been back there working on Lou Gadsby's carburetor instead of here fighting sudden, dry-mouth panic which seized him.


No one, of course, had had any other thought than to summon Andrew Turner from his ancient pharmacy on the Morris Street corner to give Marvich first aid.


"Fix me up quick," the dark, burly man demanded. "I got to have my bus at the Settlement eight o'clock sharp or—" he caught himself, oddly, then went on, "or there's a bunch of brats won't get to the picnic."


The white-maned old druggist glanced at him, his faded blue eyes puzzled for an instant, then suddenly blank. He bent to the ankle, probed it. "Hmm. I can strap this so as to relieve your pain, but you won't be able to do any driving today."


"Nix, Doc! Nix." Marvich looked as if someone had clouted him. "You got to do better'n that. I—you don't want them kids to stay home, do you?"


"N-o-o-o." Acid-stained, bony fingers deftly strapped adhesive around the swelling joint. "But I don't want to see you laid up for weeks, either." Turner patted the last piece of tape into place. "I may be wrong, however. Try putting your weight on that foot."


The fellow struggled up from the chair into which he had been lifted, dropped down again, heavily. "Cripes!" he groaned.


Doc's bushy mustache moved in a thin smile. "You see?" he murmured. "But this doesn't really have to deprive those children of their holiday. Someone else can drive your station wagon for you. How about you, Jack?"


"Glad to, Doc, if Mr. Carson'll give me the day off."


That was all right with the garage owner, but Marvich objected. "Nothing doing. Nobody but me monkeys with that bus."


Turner's blue-veined nostrils flared. "Jack's as good a driver as you can ever hope to be, and you know it. What's behind this, Marvich? Just now you were upset about the children's being disappointed, now you're putting unreasonable obstacles in the way of avoiding it?"


"Hell," Ransom grunted. "He was just making a phony play to the gallery."


Marvich glowered at them, swallowed. "I got to 'phone someone." He twisted, pulled himself up by the back of the chair. Jack grabbed his arm to help him but he jerked it away, growling, "Leggo. I can make it," and started hopping toward the booth at the rear.


A truck honked from the portable gas pump out by the curb and Carson hurried to it. Ransom turned to the old druggist and asked, very low, "What's eating you, Doc?"


Shaggy eyebrows arched. "Eating me? What gives you the idea anything is?"


"Look," the youth grinned. "You can't pull that stuff on me." They were two generations apart in years, but the stalwart mechanic and the old pharmacist so often had fought shoulder to shoulder against the crooks who would prey on the friendless poor of Morris Street that there was an almost telepathic bond between them. "You've got a hunch the guy's up to no good."


"That's all it is, son," Turner yielded. "A hunch. Reasonless, except that it seems out of character for that sullen brute to be so concerned about a few children. After all, we know almost nothing about him."


What Doc meant was that in a neighborhood whose common poverty knit lives as closely as those of a small country town, this in itself was suspicious. "He took a furnished room on Morris Street about three months ago," he went on. "He has made no friends and has no regular employment, but he seems always well supplied with money."


"And how!" Jack said. "He even paid cash for that used station wagon, three-fifty on the nail. He got a bus license for it, so's he can buy all the gas he needs, but he only takes it out a couple times a week. Come to think of it, that's most always at night and from what the washer says, he stays out pretty near all night with it, uses up plenty mileage. Which looks phony all right, but I still can't figure what he could possibly pull on this picnic."


"Neither can I. But—"


The booth door rolled open and Marvich growled, "Okay, Ransom. You can take it out."


"—but I'm going to be a lot more comfortable," Doc Turner finished his sentence, "knowing that you are driving those youngsters." An impish twinkle had come into his tired old eyes. "Which," he had added softly, "is why I strapped our friend's ankle so that he can't stand on it."


THAT had seemed only a cute trick then, and ninety-nine to one uncalled for. Now, with a gun digging Jack's ribs and those three shadowy figures waiting in the shadows of the road ahead, he knew that Doc's hunch had not gone far enough. "Slow down," Mrs. Morton whispered. "And be very careful what you say."


The middle one of the three men flung his hand up in an imperative signal to stop. The other two held rifles aslant their bellies in a manner that showed they were quite ready to use them. All three wore grayish green.


Behind Jack the children stopped singing. The abrupt, throbbing silence emphasized the ominous loneliness of the forest. In these gloomy depths a shot would not be likely to be heard.


THE Indian summer morning was hot, but Jack Ransom was chilled to the very marrow of his bones. Marvich had told him to park in the side street, around the corner from the Settlement. He had done so, had gotten out to look for the woman he was supposed to meet—Mrs. Morton.


On Morris Street one great sightseeing bus, bedecked with banners, was already jammed full of cheering youngsters. The sidewalk swirled with excited small fry whose no less excited mommas wiped noses and jabbered last minute injunctions in half the dialects of Europe. A harried little man stood by a second bus loudly calling names from a rumpled list, and flustered committeewomen darted frantically about searching for their charges.


"Gawd," Jack groaned. "Look what I've gone and let myself in for." And then he saw the tall woman moving quietly toward him, trailing a double line of happy but decorous youngsters. He sighed with relief and smiled at her. "You're Mrs. Morton, I hope."
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