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Synopsis






          A message—written in blood and hidden in a banana—makes kindly Doc Turner a captive stowaway on a murder ship—and brings him, alone, to champion a pretty girl against that desperate band which had already marked her for death!





          The Spider, July 1936, with "Doc Turner—Sea Sleuth"
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          THE long, dark shadow of the "El" sprawled over Morris Street's clamor, over the raucous shouts of the pushcart men and the polyglot jabber of shawled women and swarthy, bearded men.




          Andrew Turner, the frost of age silvering his silken hair and his bushy, drooping mustache, was a forlorn figure in the doorway of his ancient pharmacy. In the faded blue of his old eyes there was a strange, wistful nostalgia, and his veined nostrils flared as if some alien smell came to them through the sweaty miasma of the slum he had served more years than he cared to recall.




          The east wind freshened a bit. The aroma of the River, two short blocks away, was stronger. It was rank with sewerage and the mustiness of floating debris, but underlying these was the tarry odor of far traveled ships, the salty tang of the sea whence they came to moor briefly at bustling wharves before sailing again for the ends of the earth.




          Once, Doc Turner was thinking, he had dreamed of voyages over shoreless waters, of journeys in exotic lands, under blue, unfamiliar skies. It was too late for such dreaming now. He was an old man, and...




          A small form scuttled around the corner, dived past Doc into the musty, pungent aroma of the drugstore. The druggist swung around, followed the kinky haired, hook-nosed urchin past dusty showcases, through a curtain closing an archway into the prescription department.




          "Abe," Turner exclaimed. "Where have you been? What on earth have you got there?"




          His shabby-clothed errand boy fought pantingly for breath; keen, black eyes dancing over a stem of bananas almost as big as the scrawny body to which he now clutched it with pipe-stem arms.




          "Dun't you see?" he managed speech at last. "Ah boonch benenas, fresh from benena-lend." He lifted the fruit to the prescription counter. "Take a couple."




          "Abe, you rascal!" Though amusement twitched at his thin lips, Turner contrived rebuke in his tone. "You stole those from the docks!"




          "Oi, Meester Toiner!" The boy's mobile countenance simulated injured innocence. "You know I vouldn't svipe nottings. Dey vas layink in a dark corner—if I didn't take dem de vatchman vould. Dot's why he got mad und chased me up Fenston Alley. Dey dun't belong to nobody. De boat's all ready to sail avay."




          THE druggist broke off one of the fruit. "Well—they are too ripe for the market. Get busy and wash up those graduates. It's almost time to close." His gnarled, acid stained hands stripped back yellow skin. "And don't let me hear again of your 'finding things around those wharves'." He bit into the firm succulent pulp—and his jaws froze.




          "What the...!" Doc jerked the banana from his mouth. "There's a..." A piece of the fruit broke off where he had bitten it, plopped to the floor. The old druggist paid no attention, stared at the remainder in his hand. A corner of cloth, glaringly white, folded limply from its tooth marked end. "This—the peel was slitted and this shoved inside."




          "Look," Abe chattered, poking a grimy finger at the odd object. "Ain't dot writink?"




          "So it is." Turner extracted the two-inch square of cloth. Torn from some larger piece, it was of fine, close-woven linen. Markings on it were brown, tinged slightly red. Doc needed no tests to tell him that the ink with which they had been made was clotted blood. "So there is," he repeated slowly, straining to decipher the clumsy lettering.




          "Help," he made out. "Prisone... Mariet..." The rest was unreadable. A faint scent clung to the fragment of cloth, the scent of violets. It was—it must be part of a woman's handkerchief...




          "Abe!" Doc's tone was unexcited, but it was crisp, urgent. "That boat. What was its name?"




          "On de side it said Merietta. It's goink avay maybe already, Mister Toiner. I heard de captain..."




          "Here are the keys." The old pharmacist came to an instantaneous decision. "Lock up." He had his hat and he was walking out of the store, fast. There was no policeman in sight as he scanned Morris Street and swung around the corner into Fanston Alley, tenement-lined and sloping down to the river. Perhaps he would have time to phone when he got down to the wharf.




          Eastern Avenue's cobbled width opened before him, across it the dim prolongation of the Alley into a splintered pier. At its far end was the pale loom of a huge freighter silhouetted against the river's moonlit glimmer. Dark figures were engaged in some obscure activity at the stringpiece against which the vessel's side rubbed, and another stood, hunch-shouldered and somehow ominous, beside the watchman's shanty where the wharf began.




          Doc halted in the concealment of the last tenement's shadow, spun to the quick thump of footfalls behind him.




          "Abe! Why did you follow...?"




          "Oi," the urchin interrupted. "Dey're goink. Dey're untying de ropes."




          Turner whirled again. Black hawsers were rapidly shortening against the Marietta's pallid hull, and the men who had cast them loose were swarming up a single line to the vessel's deck. Her prow was drifting out into the stream, pivoting from a single cable still fast to a bollard near the stern. The steamer's whistle hooted, deep throated and melancholy.




          "Stop!" Doc yelled, running toward the watchman, "stop that boat!" He reached the burly guard. "There's..."




          A big palm impacted on the old man's chest, jolting him to a standstill. "What's the ruckus, gran'pa?" he growled.




          "That boat's got to be stopped!" Turner gasped. "There's a girl on board and..."




          "Kinda old to be chasin' skoits, aincha?" the fellow leered. "An' anyways yuh're too late. Dat ship's cleared an' it's nex' stop's Limón, if dat'll do yuh any good."




          "But I tell you..."




          "Hey!" The watchman lurched away from Doc, clawing for his billy, pounded down the wharf. Turner saw Abe ahead of him, scurrying toward the still fastened stern of the moving vessel. The old man gasped, hurled himself after the others.




          The watchman's blackjack arched at Abe's head. The youngster ducked, twisted... His pursuer was behind him—the widening gap between ship and pier end was ahead of him. Abe leaped, caught the hawser, hung pendulum like from its taut, quivering length.




          DOC'S pounding feet struck the stringpiece. An incoherent shout burst from his lips. Steam hissed and the Marietta's propellers churned up spray as they took hold to loosen the strain on that last cable which held her to dry land.




          They were carrying off Abe! The thought flashed through the old man's brain. Alone aboard that ship, he... Wind flung a trailing line against Doc. He grasped it. It jerked him from the pier. He hung sickeningly for a long moment over boiling water, thumped against the vessel's side. Half stunned, clinging desperately to the line that suspended him over death in a turmoil of foam, he saw Abe spring catlike back to the pier and dart shoreward past the bewildered watchman.




          The Marietta slid swiftly away from the wharf and Doc hung gasping from his rope. His hold was loosening. He was slipping... Somehow he got the line twisted around his ankles, taking the strain from his quivering, aching fingers. But his weight, slight as it was, tugged terribly at his old muscles, his brittle bones. He couldn't hang on much longer... The river pulled at him. Death dragged at him—death in the oily, fetid river...




          Vaguely, Andrew Turner was aware of a dark slit in the vessel's towering wall. He fought to clear the pulsing haze obscuring his vision; made out a vertical, black slit, the edge of a cargo hatch not quite closed.




          That indomitable courage, which had inspired the old druggist in his forays against human wolves that preyed on the helpless poor he had served so long, came back to Doc. He let go with one hand and clawed at the ship's hull. He managed to get moving at the end of the rope and then dragged his quivering body three endless feet to the opening. He grasped the hatchway jamb.




          Once his fingers had gripped that sill he could hook a toe into it and fumble at the sliding panel which fortunately had not yet been battened shut. The slit widened, revealing Stygian blackness from which gusted a warm current redolent with the fruity odor of the vessel's inbound cargo, noisome with the stench of bilge water.
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