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Synopsis






          It was a grim prizefight that Gaxter's gang had arranged—with Death for the referee and only Doc Turner there to meet the grisly challenge at the final bell!




          The Spider, September 1939, with "In This Corner—Kid Death"
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          TWO things about the man caught Andrew Turner's immediate attention. The first was his great size—a hugeness not of obesity but of bones grandly moulded, of a frame heroically proportioned. The second was the way he stumbled into the herb-redolent dimness of Turner's drugstore on Morris Street. He lumbered a pace or two along the rutted floor—gropingly, blindly. And this, because of his size, was pitiful.




          His great body loomed against the faded showcases, the bottle-serried walls, quivering with tension. His arms extended stiffly down, slanting a bit forward. His massive fists were turned a little to the front, not prepared for attack or defense but holding tight in his agony—as Samson's might have in Gaza.




          A shaft of early afternoon sunlight, slum-grimed, shadow-barred by the "El" trestle that roofs Morris Street, lay across his hatless head. It brought out of the gloom a wide, blunt jaw, high cheekbones, brush-stiff yellow hair. The broad nose was squashed flat. The lips were thick, puffy—the ears, shapeless gristle. The eyes...




          Peering from behind the sales counter, Doc Turner saw that the eyes were not sightless but blurred by tears! And in the columnar throat, left bare by the low neck of a scarlet sweater the man wore under his loose jacket, was revealed the pulse of sobs sternly repressed.




          A strong man in tears! A giant crying! To many the incongruity would have been a matter for laughter and mockery. But when Andrew Turner moved out behind the counter, his voice was gentle.




          "What's the trouble, Kenny?" he asked. On the muscle-swollen arm the druggist's hand was gnarled, its almost translucent skin corrugated by blue veins. "How can I help you?" Noting the little crowd that had clotted the store's doorway—wide-eyed boys; alien-countenanced, shabby men—Doc exclaimed, "Wait, Kenny. Come in back where they can't hear."




          Overtowered by the other's bulk, Turner seemed doubly tiny and feeble. His hair and bushy mustache were white-bleached by the years; his thin, big-nosed face, grey and wrinkled. Yet the youthful giant seemed to draw strength from the old man's touch. He went with him through a curtained doorway into a narrow, shelf-lined room pungent with the acrid odors of tinctures, fluid extracts and medicinal chemicals.




          A small boy's shrill, excited cry followed them. "That's him. That's Magraw himself!" And a hoarser voice: "Giva the Tiger hell tonight, Bruis'. I got ten bucks on you!"




          To these hero-worshippers who recognized him, but not his distress, the big man was "Bruiser" Magraw. But to Doc Turner he was still Keniat Paliechka, the dirty-faced urchin to whom he had given many a handful of jelly-beans; the sturdy little fellow who, after school, had hawked penny market-bags to the shawled patrons of the pushcarts that lined Morris Street, and had gathered broken wood from the dumps so that his widowed mother might have warmth for her long nights of weary sewing.




          "All right now, son," Doc murmured. "What is it?"




          Tautness still gripped the man. His lips, thickened by many blows, moved. "It's Mom," he husked. "She's gone!"




          Sara Paliechka need sew no longer, but she had refused to leave her cronies of the slum. She accepted from her son's fistic earnings only enough for those luxuries of luxuries—a flat with steam-heat and running hot water; a worker-by-the-day to relieve her of the more laborious tasks of housekeeping.




          Doc stirred. "What do you mean—gone?" he asked.




          "She went to Mass this morning—and ain't come back."




          "Is that all?" Turner laughed easily. "She's probably visiting with one of her friends, or in the park, baking her old bones in the sun."




          "No." The other shook his head. "I wrote her Mike was letting me come to see her today—for the last time before the fight. She ain't seen me but twice since I went to training camp. She'd sure been home waiting for me—unless she couldn't help herself."




          "You think she's met with an accident?"




          "I know what she's met up with." The words were without intonation. "And it ain't any accident. Look." Paliechka's great fist held something. "This was on the table in the kitchen, waiting for me." The banana-like fingers uncurled. Doc saw that, crushed in them, was an oblong of cheap, greyish paper such as may be bought in a thousand stationery stores for three cents.




          The pharmacist spread it smooth on the white-scrubbed top of the long compounding table. The message was in pencil, crudely printed and read:




          Dive if you want her back. Win or squeal—and you won't see her again.




          The corners of Doc's mouth twitched. "Plain enough," he remarked softly. "What are you going to do? That's the question..."




          PALIECHKA picked up the note, started tearing it into tiny shreds. He did this slowly, lingeringly, but there was a cold, abysmal ferocity in the way he did it, as if it were not paper but some tangible enemy. "I ain't never throwed a fight, yet, Doc." For all his giant size there was something of the little boy about Keniat Paliechka—an urchin caught in a dilemma too difficult for him to solve. "I busted the jaw of my first manager when he propositioned me to take a dive. That was on account of her. Now, on account of her, I got to—dive."




          "Listen, my boy..." The old man's face was bleak. "You heard Giuseppe Palumbo say that he's betting on you. Everyone from around here has—ten dollars, fifteen, perhaps only five or one. But it's not money they've risked on you. It's shoes for their children, warm clothes—in many cases even next week's food. They don't bet on fights, Kenny, but they're betting on you. On the boy who grew up among them, on their own. It's the only way they can show their loyalty to you."




          "I know," Paliechka groaned. "That's why I came here. I want you to get them to copper their dough."




          "They can't do that, Kenny," Doc said. "You ought to know that they haven't any money to bet against you. They've already gambled that you will win—all that they could scrape together. More, son, than they can afford to lose."




          "They'll have to lose it, then, Doc. They—"




          "Think of the youngsters, Kenny," Doc went on. "The boys... You—why, you're almost a god to them. They walk like you. They talk like you. And if they know you've gone crooked—they'll go crooked too."




          "They'll know." The big fellow's hand jerked, and flakes of paper sprayed from it, drifted to the floor like grey snow. "Kids always know them things. I am thinking of them, Doc. And I'm thinking of Mike Larron too, my manager. He's old now. I'm his last chance at the big money. He's worked and slaved like a dog till tonight. I'm fighting the last guy between me and the champeen."




          The tears had cleared from Keniat Paliechka's eyes, no longer hiding the little lights that crawled in their brown depths. "Mike's shot his whole wad on me. If I lose, he's a bum—washed up. I'd cut my own throat before I'd do that to him." His fingers took hold of the counter edge and flattened, and Turner almost thought he could see the wood crush in that terrible grip. "I'd cut my throat..."




          "Then you're going to fight to win!" Doc exclaimed, elation in his tone. "Good boy!"




          "She's my Mom, Doc," the fighter continued. "She's my old Mom and Bart Gaxter's mugs have got hold of her." Abruptly Turner swung from him, as if unable longer to endure the big man's agony. Doc twitched at the hem of the doorway's curtain. "That figures bigger with me than what's going to happen to Mike Larron and the kids, and all the whole rest of Morris Street."




          An odd muscle tremor showed in Doc Turner's seamed cheek. "Yes," he said loudly. "She's your mother, Magraw, and that's all that should count for you. You have to get her back all right, safe and unharmed." A queer tenseness had gripped the old man. He seemed like an aged leopard about to pounce on his prey. "Go back to your training quarters. Say nothing to anyone. Act as if nothing were wrong. Lose your fight. Only, Bruiser, don't let it look raw. Fight—really fight as if you mean to win—until the last round, the fifteenth. Then be knocked out—if you have to." There was the slightest stress on that last phrase, "Understand?"




          "Yeah." Paliechka's dull-toned response held a note of surprise at Doc's amazing change of front. "I get it." Perhaps he had thought to gain courage for defiance from the old man. Certainly he had not expected this sudden counsel of surrender. "I dive in the fifteenth."




          "But not till then." Doc swung back to him, and it was as if there was a smouldering fire beneath the aged pharmacist's ash-grey skin. "Now, look. I'm going to let you out through this side door back here, so you can dodge that crowd." He went to the seldom used exit to Hogbund Lane, unbolted it.




          The big fellow lurched out.




          DOC refastened the door, went through the curtain to the front of the store. As he emerged, there was a flurry in the little knot of Bruiser Magraw's idolators still gathered in the front doorway.




          "You just lost a customer, Doc," someone called in. "Guy got tired waiting for you to come out."




          Doc Turner shrugged as he moved along behind the sales counter to his cash register. "He couldn't have wanted anything important, or he'd waited." On the ledge over the register's drawer, hidden from those in the doorway, lay a small rectangular box. "By the way, fellows, it's no use waiting around for Bruiser Magraw." The box resembled those Doc used for prescription powders. But this box was not his, and it had not been there when Keniat Paliechka had entered. "I let him out the side door."




          Murmurs of disappointment came from the little crowd as it broke up.




          The druggist's acid-stained fingers trembled a bit as they picked up the box. Doc had watched through the slit between curtain and frame, and seen the ferret-faced, shabby little man reach over the counter and leave it. It was for this eavesdropper's benefit that Doc had made that final, startling speech to Keniat Paliechka.




          One word was penciled on the box lid—Magraw. Doc removed the lid. Two white spots pitted the skin on either side the wings of his big nose...




          The box contained a pendant of old gold, intricately carved. A thing of beauty fashioned centuries ago, on the other side of the world. Andrew Turner remembered this ancient earring, and its mate. He remembered the glow in Sara Paliechka's eyes as she spoke of them, in her broken English. "I never take them from my ear. They belong to Polander queen, long time ago. If I had a daughter, she would get them when I die. I no have daughter, so they be buried with me. Never, never will they come out of my ear."
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