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Synopsis






          Doc Turner, kindly old protector of the downtrodden, proves that he knows his chemistry as well as his crooks, when he devises a new kind of third degree.
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          AN "EL" train rattle-banged along the girder-stilted trestle that darkened Morris Street. Pushcart peddlers raucously shouted their wares, or engaged in shrill, vituperative chaffer with beshawled, vociferous women, playing in the New World the ancient barter-game born in the ghettos and bazaars of the Old. Half-naked, grimy youngsters darted perilously under the lunging hoods of lumbering trucks, shrieking their delight at the drivers, and the drivers bawled curses, as brakes squealed and gears clashed.




          The blasting clamor of the slum impacted only dully on Andrew Turner's ears. Stooped, feeble and gray, he stood in the doorway of his shabby-fronted corner pharmacy, a faint smile edging the thin lips under his bushy white mustache, a faraway look in his eyes of faded blue.




          Doc Turner was thinking of the long-ago day when Morris Street was an elm-shaded suburban lane and he had first opened the brightly painted door of the drugstore where he surely would make his fortune.




          If success is measured in dollars, Andrew Turner was a failure. But wealth of another kind was his full measure. The consciousness of long service was his, the memory of selfless ministry to the denizens of the rabbit-warren tenements that replaced the white cottages of that distant time. His treasure was the trust and affection and love of poverty-stricken aliens, bewildered by the strange customs of a strange land that belied the Promise that had brought them adventuring here. Andrew Turner had never married, but these were his children; these friendless poor, young and old, whose only friend he was. Now, in the evening of life...




          A sudden silence, startling and ominous, jerked Doc Turned out of his reverie.




          A hot-corn seller's mouth gaped, his cry frozen, his glittering, appalled eyes staring... A wizened hag rigidly held an apron across her scrawny breast, her fingers dough-white against the gaudy print, her beady eyes dilated...




          A quarter-block away a blue sedan, front door open, was skewed sidewise to the pushcart-line curb. Jammed against its side, a squirming figure struggled voicelessly, hopelessly, to get free of the thick, hairy fingers that had slammed him there. The burly, blunt-jawed captor's free fist, hamlike, brass-knuckled, flailed at his victim's writhing face...




          Plock! The meaty thud was sickening. Plock! The face against the car side was no longer a face. It was a scarlet smear... A scream gibbered through Morris Street's hush. The beaten man sprawled, hurled into a pile of black muck. The sedan door slammed—the car surged away, its horn blaring a hastily cleared path for it.




          A broken, twisted form flopped in the debris-strewn gutter, for all the world like a landed fish, save that a fish cannot scream in agony. Morris Street came alive, its thirty seconds of startled paralysis over. Running feet pounded. A mass of rushing, jabbering humanity screened from Doc the form in the gutter.




          "Ai!" a small boy's voice chattered at his elbow. "Ai, Meester Toiner." It was his errand-boy, Abie—swart-countenanced, hook-nosed, his tight black curls a kinky cap. "Vot ees? Vot heppendt?"




          "Abe! Here's a nickel." Turner thrust the coin into the youngster's grimy paw. "Get the police. Tell them to pick up a sedan, license 1V246, and hold the occupants for assault."




          "Vun wee two fordy-zex," the urchin repeated, whirling back to the store entrance. Abie Ginsburg was trained to instant obedience. More than once had his quick wit come to Doc's aid in his forays against the wolves that prey on the helpless poor. "Shoor. I..."




          A lantern-jawed husky banged into Abe, toppled him, sent him skidding along the sidewalk. The crowd was still streaming by, and it might have been an accident. But Turner was almost sure the collider had been standing calmly nearby only an instant before. He started toward the store to himself give the alarm. The fellow bulked in his path, blocking him.




          "Forget dat marker, if yuh know what's good fer yuh." The growled words thudded flatly. "Fergit it." A harsh palm jolted the old man's chin, knocked him off balance, slammed him across the sidewalk. Doc caromed into a pushcart, snatched at it to keep from falling... The man was gone, merged with the pell-mell throng, no one of whom had noticed the incident, so deftly had the attacks on Abe and his employer been accomplished.




          DOC TURNER'S seamed face was bleak, his eyes slitted, dangerous. He went across the sidewalk. His nickel pinged into the black box in the phone booth...




          A roaring wave of voices, the scuffling of many feet, met him as he came out of the booth. The victim of the vicious attack was being carried into the store. As many hands were on the tossing body as could reach it, the volunteer first-aiders hoping against hope that Doc would permit them to remain to feed their morbid curiosity.




          "Take him in back. Put him in my desk chair, and then get out." The old druggist spoke quietly, confident of being obeyed. "There's an ambulance coming."




          Abe had the door closed against the crowd outside. "Who did it, Georgic?" Doc demanded, his bony, transparent hands busy with soft cotton and a soothing lotion. "Who did it, and why?" He bathed the pulped, raw mass that had been the high-cheekboned, stolid face of a Polish laborer, washing the blood away.




          Pain wrenched a whimper from Georgic, his gnarled hands squeezing the chair arms. "Fife dollair," he moaned. "For fife dollair."




          "Five dollars. What do you mean?"




          "I do nod pay, so dey—dey do this to me. Aaah, dot iss better. Dot feel mooch better." A bubble of blood plopped from between mashed lips. Doc wiped it away, tenderly.




          Sirens wailed in the distance. Sirens of police radio cars, searching for the sedan with the license number 1V246.




          "You didn't pay someone five dollars, so you were beaten up. Is that it?"




          "Da. I loan ten dollair, promise pay back t'ree a week for fife weeks.—Nod pay one time, pay four all rest weeks. Nod pay again, fife dollair.—I pay fourteen dollair, still owe fourteen. I get mad, say nod pay no more. He say I pay—or else."




          "And what just happened to you is the 'or else'! I..." Ambulance bell clangor, loud through the door Abe had opened, drowned out the rest of Doc's sentence. A white-clad interne barged in, after him a florid-faced patrolman.




          "Gee, Doc," the cop blurted. "Yuhr tip was all to de good. Conners picked up th' sedan over on Garden Av'noo."




          "Then they've got the thugs. Good!"




          "Th' hell they got 'em. Dey ducked out, got away. Th' heap's a stolen car—no way o' tracin' it. That's that."




          What little color it had held drained from Doc's face, and it was gray as his silky hair. But deep in his eyes a light glowed, the reflection of an icy inner fire. "No, Fallon," he murmured. "That's not that, at all. It isn't ended. Not if I've got anything to say." The old man turned away to help the hospital physician, but the young doctor was not doing anything.




          "Gone," he whispered. "Heart conked."




          The light in Doc's faded orbs grew even more icy. There were men behind bars, and men in dishonored graves, who had before now caused that chill glow to burn there. A kindly, doddering old man Andrew Turner might be, but when danger threatened his people he could be cruel, relentless...




          THE rumble of an "El" train was like ominous thunder over Morris Street, and the shadow of its trestle a brooding pall. The slum thoroughfare had apparently settled back into its usual routine, but a new note underlay its clamor, a note of hushed fear. The crowds had thinned, and there was gray terror in the faces of those remaining. Women leaned out of curtain-less windows in grimy facades, their anxious eyes peering for sight of wage-earners who would soon return from sweating toil. The pushcarts were doing almost no business, though this was Saturday afternoon...




          Doc Turner jabbed the time-scarred edge of his sales counter with an acid-stained thumb. "We've got a job on our hands again, Jack."




          "I don't get it." The barrel-chested, carrot-topped young man on the other side of the counter was Jack Ransom, Doc's right hand when the old druggist was on the prowl in behalf of the slum folk. "Georgic owed some money and got beaten up because he didn't pay it. Pretty tough, but it don't call for us to be getting all worked up."




          "Maybe it wouldn't if that was all there was to it." Doc's attention seemed concentrated on a pile of cough drop boxes. He was piling them up in an intricate pyramid, his brow seamed as though he were working out some baffling, three-dimensional puzzle. "If it was, he'd have been caught up some dark alley or in a hallway, where there wouldn't be any chance of interference, of the thugs being caught. It was done in the middle of Morris Street, so that their other victims could see what happened to him, and take warning."




          "Their other...?"




          "There was a lookout posted at this corner. I am certain there were more covering the rest of the block. The attack was too well organized, and there were too many concerned, for a petty, two-bit racket. Big money is wound up in it, and any scheme getting big money out of this neighborhood involves—"




          "Pretty damn near everybody around. I get it!" Growing excitement showed in Jack's freckled face.




          "Most of the families around here have been on relief," Doc hammered home his point. "Conditions are better; the men are going back to work. But as soon as they get jobs, the dole is cut off. There are no savings, they cannot draw pay for a week or more. They are offered small loans to tide over the slack. Fifty percent interest does not deter them.




          "The first or second payment is difficult, and they are encouraged to skip it. The penalty of an extra dollar on each remaining installment doesn't sound too much for the favor, not till they have to pay it the next week. Then they skip again, incurring another penalty. Now they are really in trouble. They manage to pay off the original debt after awhile, only to find that they still owe more than they borrowed. That loan of ten or fifteen dollars that was a godsend when it was needed so badly has become an incubus, a vampire nightmare, draining them dry."




          "It can't be collected. The law says that a usurious contract is void!"




          "The law! The brass knuckle is the gang's law, and the blackjack; and if need be, the bullet. But above all, fear. They planted the seed of that fear this afternoon, and watered it with Pavel Georgic's blood." Doc's old hands knotted into fists on the counter. "There will be very little food on Morris Street's tables from now on. The children will go ragged, and the rent will not be paid. But the money-gang's collectors will be busy, raking in endless payments from frightened men."




          Jack Ransom's good-humored grin was no longer in evidence. "You win, Doc." His words were a growl, deep down in his throat. "We've got to stop it!"




          "Yes. But how? Where are the bloodsuckers? Who are they? I've been asking questions, and getting no answers. As usual, the fools have shut up like clams, voiceless with terror. I—"




          HINGE-SQUEAL of the opening door silenced Doc. An overalled man kept his hand on the knob. "Turner?" he questioned gruffly. He had an envelope in his free hand.




          "Yes?" Doc came around the end of the sales counter. Past the man, he could see a small truck backed to the curb, another overalled man wrestling an apparently heavy crate to the tailboard. "What is it?"
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