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          Synopsis




          The M.E. called it heart failure. But Doc Turner, beloved benefactor of Morris Street's poorest element, saw in that pitiful old woman's corpse... murder—and a diabolical plot that promised to destroy the nation!




          The Spider, October 1940, with "God Bless America!"
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          ORDINARILY Andrew Turner can be found in the doorway of his ancient pharmacy. He is a small man, whose faded blue eyes have looked with compassion upon the people of Morris Street for many years.




          So many years had he listened to the rumble of the "El" trains, the hoarse shouts of the hucksters, the jabber of the shabbily clothed aliens, that tonight he did not consciously hear them.




          Familiar, too was every swarthy, foreign face. Almost better than he knew himself, Doc Turner knew these people he'd served for many years. He could call them by name and could actually pronounce those names properly: Rico Paglieri, Andrea Niestowicz, Greta Helwig, Anaxerxes Xenassian. He shared with them their joys and griefs. He advised them in bewildered struggles with the strange ways of this strange land.




          A woman came around the corner from Hogbund Lane, short and wiry, sharp-featured, unmistakably French. Her black eyes were red-rimmed with weeping over the fate that had crushed her Motherland. "Juliette," Doc called to her. "Juliette Bernos. Come here a minute please."




          She pushed toward him through the jostle of the crowd. Her shoes were broken and the flowers of a once pert little hat were mangy, but still there was something of Parisian verve about her. "Oui, docteur? You want someseeng?"




          "Yes, Juliette." Turner gestured to a pair of horny claws that protruded from the paper bag she hugged to her bosom. Her hands were speckled with the needle-pricks of her seamstress' trade. "How much a pound did you pay for that fowl?"




          The lines of Madame Bernos' face tightened, but she answered, "Twenty-sees cent."




          "Look!" Doc pointed across the street to a shining plate-glass window behind which hung red sides of beef. "Didn't you see Otto Klingel's sign?" Papers pasted on the window had been painted with huge numbers. "Didn't you know that he's charging only twenty-three cents today?"




          "Oui." Madame Bernos was looking at the ground. "I know."




          "That bird you've walked four blocks to buy weighs about six pounds. That makes eighteen cents more than you'd have had to pay Klingel. It takes you an hour of hard, hard work to earn eighteen cents. You need every copper you make to feed your husband and your children. You've dealt with Otto for many years and you know he sells good chickens."




          "Ze shicken from heem, eet would shoke me an' Pierre an' our shildrens." The seamstress did not raise her voice, but it was concentrated with fury. "Rather we all starve zan geeve one cent to zat peeg of a Nazi!"




          "I thought so," Doc sighed. "I thought that was why so many women around here have stopped dealing with Klingel. But you're being unfair to him, Juliette—"




          "Unfair!" Her head lifted and into her eyes there leaped a flame of wrath. "Ees what he an' hees kin' do to my people fair?"




          "Not Otto, my dear." Turner interrupted. "Nor Otto's kind." He laid his gnarled fingers on the seamstress' arm. "Listen to me. Otto's no more a Nazi than you or I, Juliette. He's been in this country for thirty years or more. For thirty years he's run that butcher shop across the street and I've always known him as a good, hard-working man who's minded his own business."




          "Hees own business!" In Madame Bernos laugh there was madness. "Weel you Americaines nevaire learn nossing? Otto Klingel mind hees own business, but w'at ees zat business? To be a bootchair? Non! Zat ees ze mask. Klingel ees a spy. A saboteur. A—how you call—a Feeft Colonne."




          "Oh nonsense!" The druggist was exasperated. "Otto is never out of his shop. He works from early in the morning till late at night. He even eats and sleeps in the room behind it. What's he spying on, the pushcarts? What's he going to sabotage here? The "El"? I never heard anything so silly—"




          "Nonsense, ees eet?" The seamstress' neck thickened, her eyes bulged. "Silly?" Her voice had gone shrill now. The Morris Street crowd was turning to gape at her and was closing in on them. "Let me tell you Docteur Tournaire, how silly eet ees. From ze weendow w'ere I sew w'ile you others sleep, I haf see ze dark forms steal eento zat alley zere," she jerked her finger to the alley, beside Klingel's shop.




          "I haf go—go..."




          SHE choked. The paper bag thumped to the sidewalk as her hand fumbled to the back of her neck. Before Doc could catch her she slumped down, and lay as still as the fowl that had spilled out of the bag.




          Doc went down on his knees. He could detect no pulse in the woman's wrist.




          "Dead is she?"




          Turner looked up at the woman who spoke. "I always said she'd be took off by a stroke, the way she's always screaming at her man. Crazy jealous of him she was. As if any decent woman would look twice at a puny, frog-eater like him."




          Pierre Bernos was a dishwasher in Ginsburg's Kosher Restaurant whose kitchen door also was reached by that alley, and her "dark forms" might mean women. "An' now what'll he be doin' with that motherless brood of his, poor thing?"




          "You'll be helping him with them, Maggie Reilly." Doc's smile was bleak. "And so will all the other women around here." He rose to his feet.




          Juliette Bernos was dead. It could not harm her now that her neighbors should ascribe her death to a fit of jealous rage. Better it had ended as it did. Her wild imaginings could not bring trouble to the blue-eyed, pink-checked butcher whom she had so absurdly seized as a focus for her delirium. "But the first thing we'll have to do is send for an ambulance so that their mother can be officially pronounced dead. Tony, and you, Staroff! Please keep the crowd away from her while I do that."




          THE old pharmacist went into his store, turned to the 'phone booth. As his nickel clinked into the slot, a sudden thought paled him. Apoplexy occurs in thick-necked, burly individuals. Madame Bernos had been fleshless, wiry. The crowd had been pressing close to her at the moment she'd been stricken—




          But neither the interne who came on the ambulance, nor the physician from the medical examiner's office had found anything suspicious when they'd examined the corpse. They gave permission to have it taken away.




          Life is not so precious on Morris Street that death, however sudden, should make more than a ripple there. Later that waning Friday afternoon Doc Turner resumed his post in his store's doorway. The incident might never have occurred for all the difference it made in the tumult. Nevertheless the old druggist was still thinking about it, his wrinkled visage sober. Suddenly it brightened.




          "Jack!" he exclaimed. "Jack, my boy. What brings you around at this hour, all dressed up like it's Sunday? I hadn't heard that the Hogbund Lane Garage had closed up."




          "Neither had I, Doc," Jack Ransom grinned at him. "It's still doing business, but without me."




          Turner looked concerned. "Don't tell me John O'Mara has discharged you! He wouldn't deprive himself of the best mechanic in the city."




          "Wrong again. John didn't fire me."




          Ransom was perhaps a third the pharmacist's age, a barrel-bodied, carrot-topped youth with a spray of freckles across his nose. Between these two, despite the difference in age, there was a deep affection. In Turner's forays against the underworld Jack was his strength.




          "So you resigned? Worse and more of it! I suppose you flew off the handle at something he said."




          "Well," Jack grinned reminiscently. "I certainly put on a good act in front of the customers."




          "I can well imagine. Now, you listen to me, you hot-headed young fool. You're going to march right back around the corner, apologize and get your job back. You'll never get another one as good."
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