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Synopsis






          Cocaine—in a schoolboy's chewing gum—turned Doc Turner's thoughts from a vain dream of the long-dead past to the imperative, squalid present. And he learned that though Time is ruthless with the young, it can sometimes be exceedingly kind to the aged...
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          THERE was nostalgic, dreamy tenderness in Andrew Turner's low voice. "Her name was Madeleine Carstairs, Jack. I called her Mab." Even seated as he was before the time-darkened, roll-top desk in his prescription room, the old druggist's slight form seemed bowed under the weight of his long years.




          "Mab," Jack Ransom repeated softly. Dingy light tangled in the white luster of Doc Turner's hair, inked the wrinkles of his weary countenance with lines of deep shadow, sifted down to fall on the yellow, faded photograph in his gnarled fingers. Jack, barrel-bodied, carrot-topped and powerful, peered at a pictured drugstore-front, shaded by tall trees. Before it stood a young man—anachronistic in the high, stiff collar and tight black trousers of the nineties. "She looked like that." The Andrew Turner of long ago was looking down at a girl whose delicate grace her shoe-length skirt and puff-sleeved shirtwaist could not conceal. From out of the dim past, an ineffable sweetness in the elfin face tugged at the youth's heart strings.




          "She was like that," the old druggist said softly. "Fairy-like. Not quite real. I always felt that if I touched her, she would vanish..." Doc broke off, shrugged wearily. "But there are 'El' pillars out front now, instead of these elms, Jack. Morris Street is a bedraggled, rubbish-strewn slum thoroughfare—and I am an old man. Old and useless..."




          "Not useless!" the other protested, straightening from his lounge against the prescription counter. "There isn't a person around here who wouldn't go to the mat with you on that. Helpless in their poverty, bewildered by the strange ways of a strange land, they've come to you with their troubles for forty years—and for forty years you've wet-nursed them. You've fought killers and crooks away from them till Morris Street has a deadline around it the Underworld don't dare cross."




          "If it weren't for your help, my boy, and for Abe's..." The old man's fond gaze wandered from the freckle-faced youth poised above him to a Semitic-featured, swart urchin busy at the sink. "...I shouldn't have been able to..."




          Glass-crash splintered into his sentence. Fragments of a large graduate flashed light as they showered over the sink-edge, clattered on the floor. Abe's shabby form quivered and his dark face was strangely convulsed, as he stared at the destruction he had wrought.




          Doc Turner's tones were slightly—only slightly—rebuking: "That's the second one since you came from school, Abie. Those things are expensive, and I can't afford to buy them every day. I wish you'd be more careful..."




          "Meester Toiner!" the urchin squealed, whipping around with a sudden, appalling ferocity. "Don't holler at me like that! What you think I am, hah? What you think?" He half-crouched, livid with a strange fury, quivering.




          "I'll be damned!" Ransom grunted. "You little..."




          "Wait, Jack." Turner was on his feet, was pushing past the younger man. "Abie! Son! What ails you?"




          "Keep avay from me," the boy snarled, an eerie, inexplicable frenzy, making of him something bestial. "Keep avay." And then, with an abrupt, lightning-like flash of motion, he had snatched up a keen-edged knife from the drainboard, was hurling himself at the approaching oldster, an inhuman scream shrilling ahead of him.




          The steel flashed in a slicing arc to Turner's breast. Ransom's fist obliterated the lad's face, momentarily, as Jack sprang past Doc to meet the attack. The small form flung back from the meaty thud of that blow, pounded down on the floor. The knife spanged, point first, into the thick wood of the prescription counter, remained upright, shivering. A metallic twang whined through the shocked air, died away, and a brittle silence brooded in the small room...




          JACK RANSOM was rigid, his big hands still fisted, above Abe's limp, unconscious sprawl. His eyes slitted dangerously; his mouth was a straight, grim gash across gray pallor.




          "He would have killed you, Doc," he said through gritted teeth. "The brat would have killed you if I hadn't..." A constriction of his throat choked him off as full realization struck him. Abe adored Doc Turner, would have cheerfully cut out his own heart, if the kindly old druggist had asked it—What unearthly madness...?




          "Look at this, Jack." Turner was on his knees alongside the flaccid, pitiful figure, his fingers, oddly, at the little fellow's eye. "Look!"




          Some strange quality in the old man's voice silenced Ransom, set a pulse pumping in his wrists. He bent forward to see what it was that had stirred Doc, and a queasy chill crawled under his skin as he saw that the druggist had pushed up one of Abe's drooped eyelids, as he saw the glazed white of the rolled-up eyeball.




          "What...?" the red-haired youth muttered. "What do you mean?"




          "Don't you see it? Look!" Half of the iris showed under the crinkled red membrane of the lid. "Don't you see that the pupil is shrunk to the size of a pinhead?"




          The youth understood. "Dope!" he exclaimed. "The kid's hopped up to a fare-you-well. Good Lord! They tried to get at you that way, Doc. Somebody you put behind bars doped the kid and egged him on to kill you!"




          The aged pharmacist let the lid drop again. "No," he said slowly. "There wasn't anything deliberate about what happened. Nothing like that could have been planned. You were here. He smashed the graduate by accident. It was an accident that I spoke sharply and that the knife was where he could grab it. All accident. But it isn't by accident that he's full of the drug. And he's not the only one."




          "Not the only one? What do you mean?"




          "I mean that there have been a dozen youngsters in here in the last week who have been jittery, excited by some artificial stimulation. My wits have been wool-gathering or I would have noticed it long ago. But it only flashed on me when I saw Abe's pupils—as he leaped at me. Jack! Someone, somehow, is feeding the schoolchildren around here cocaine. The schoolchildren!"




          The last words were almost whispered, but there was something in that whisper, something in the dim blue of Doc's old eyes, which sent icy prickles scampering Ransom's spine. He had seen that look many times before, bleak and glacial—and each time a man had died, one of the slathering wolves who prey on the friendless and the helpless poor.




          The youth's big hand tightened on the counter edge as Doc straightened. "Making hopheads of little kids!" he groaned. "It's unbelievable..." He checked as a thought came to him. "Maybe you're wrong, Doc. Maybe—After all, you've got plenty of the stuff here. Maybe Abe got at it."




          The pharmacist shook his head. "I don't think he could have. But I'll make sure." His hand was trembling a bit as he fished a key out of the pocket of his threadbare alpaca jacket. "Meantime, you search him."




          RANSOM knelt to obey. Turner unlocked a small cabinet fastened over his torsion scale, withdrew a tiny bottle from it. The white powder he poured on a weighing paper glistened with a sinister sheen. The palsy left his old fingers, and they were rock-steady as his tweezers dropped minuscule platinum weights—like silver flakes—on the balancing pan of the scale; as he manipulated a long rod for the final, meticulous adjustment.




          "Fifty-six grains," he announced at last, "to the dot. And here's the narcotic record. One grain—two—two and a half—four! Right! Every one of the four grains missing from this dram bottle is accounted for, Jack. He didn't take it from here. What did you find?"




          "Nothing." Ransom rose, spilled his findings on the counter, the usual conglomerate contents of a small boy's pockets. A grubby handkerchief. Some coins. A huge bunch of rusted keys. Four marbles. Three sticks of chewing gum, wrapped in virulent green. Seven beer-bottle caps. "Nothing at all."




          "I hoped you'd dig up some clue..." Doc paused, poked at one of the gum slices. "Hmmm!" he breathed. "That's queer. Ever see this stuff before?"




          Jack peered at it. "'HAPPY GUM'," he read. "'The Chew You Can't Be Without.' No. But they're always coming along with something new. What...?"




          "Read the next lines," Turner commanded softly.




          They were in very small type, and Ransom had to look closer.




          "'If you like this sample you will soon be able to buy it from our agents at'—Good Lord!—'ten cents a slice!'"




          "Ten cents!" The old druggist purred it, but his eyes were deadly. "A dime. Many dimes. A fortune to those kids—but they'll beg, borrow or steal to get it. They'll kill, because the craving will be in their blood, hammering in their brains and closing on their throats. They'll..."
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