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Synopsis






          A cry pierced the night, as the dwellers of Morris Street first felt the poison of an ancient fear—a horror from the homeland that they had foresworn. And the Devil, with unholy glee, loosed his killer to strike down Doc Turner, the champion of the oppressed.





          The Spider, January 1937, with "Doc Turner—Devil-Fighter"



        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          1






          THE pushcarts were gone from Morris Street. It was very late, so late that even Andrew Turner's long day was done, and he was turning the key in the door of his ancient drugstore.




          A three-car "El" train thundered by overhead, the yellow oblongs of its lighted windows projecting duplicates of themselves on the debris-strewn sidewalk. Doc turned with a weary sigh, shambled off toward the hall bedroom that had been his home for more years than he cared to remember. His was a bent, feeble figure in his shabby overcoat, lonely on that deserted slum street.




          The kindly night cloaked with dimness the tenement's drab facades that he passed, so that they appeared not quite as stained, not quite as decrepit as daylight would reveal them. But the night could not make anything except a foul miasma out of the smell of stale food and stale bodies that is the odor of poverty. The old druggist turned a corner, neared the center of the block.




          A scream shrilled out of the night; a long, high scream of agony and grief! It twisted Doc to the broken-stepped stoop of the tenement from which it had come. It cut off, sharply, but he was already up those steps, was through the vestibule and in a dark, noisome hall.




          Then sound came again to guide Doc Turner up uncarpeted stairs and to a splintered door that was paintless and drab in the glimmer of a pinpoint gas jet.




          Only one with the lion-hearted courage his feeble frame enclosed would have dashed so unhesitatingly toward the source of that sound. For it was no longer a scream.




          It was a laugh, more fearful than any scream, a screeching laugh that held in it no gaiety, no reason even, but some un- nameable quality that melted the marrow of its hearers and chilled their spines with ancestral terror.




          Doc rattled the doorknob. The door was locked. He rapped. The laugh went on unchecked.




          The panel was so thin that even the old man's fist could smash a hole through it. He reached in, turned the key in the lock, went through into a room that was living room and kitchen combined. A whistling gas jet fitfully lit a table strewn with gay-colored tissue paper, with green-covered wire and green cloth cut in the form of leaves. A huge pasteboard box on the floor was half-filled with artificial flowers.




          He could see no one. The laugh came through another door, half-open, next to the broken stove.




          The room beyond was brightly lighted. It held a bed, and a crib crudely hammered together out of soapbox wood. A woman stood above that crib, and the mad laugh spewed out of her twisted, colorless lips. Her hair straggled wildly about her gaunt face, but not so wildly as her eyes stared into the crib as she laughed.




          Doc got to the little bed and looked down into it. He saw a six-month old infant, and he did not have to look twice to know it was stark in death.




          It lay wholly naked atop the snow-white sheets, its tiny sleeping garment bundled in a corner as the distrait mother had ripped it from the child to search for the injury that had taken it from her. The small body lay peacefully, not doubled up from a convulsion. There was no blue tinge of cyanosis at its finger and toe tips to show that heart failure had taken it. There was nothing to show how death had come... The only mark was a tiny scratch under the pink shell of its wee ear.




          That was not a scratch! It was a puncture, triangular in outline. It went deep, but it had not bled.




          Andrew Turner's eyes darted about the little chamber. No smallest detail escaped his keen scrutiny.




          "Phwat's happened here. Phwat..." Turner wheeled to a burly, blue uniform shoving in through the doorway, a lifted nightclub and a gun. Behind the policeman was a tall Swede in flapping nightshirt, emboldened to enter by the presence of the law.




          "Mis' Corrio bane kill her son," the blonde janitor gurgled. "He war born after her husband die, ant she worrk all day ant all night making flowers, ant she go crrazy from no sleep ant too little food."




          "No," Andrew Turner said. "Mary Corrio didn't do it. She came in to see if the baby were uncovered. She lit the light and she found him like that. It was then she went mad, and not before."




          "The window is shut tight an' locked," the cop objected. "An' I see yuh bruk in th' door, so thot was locked when yuh got up here, an' from the inside. The key's still in it. She must of done it."




          Doc shrugged. "You won't find the instrument that made that incision anywhere in the flat. Call your Homicide Squad and let them try."




          He was right. The detectives went over every inch of the flat's contents. They searched the areaway under its windows. They fairly tore the place apart. And they found nothing to tell how the thing had come to pass.




          They took the mother away, at last. It was dawn by then, and there was no sleep in him, so Andrew Turner went back to his store to ponder over the gruesome puzzle.




          WITHIN an hour news came to him that in a tenement five blocks away from that in which the babe had died a woman had waked to find her mate lying stiff and cold beside her. Under his ear the triangular puncture had turned black with the clotting of a single drop of blood. This time a leathery-faced old crone had stared with bleared eyes at that black stigma and whispered a word, and the word was whispering along Morris Street, along Hogbund Alley and all the other fetid blocks of the slum, and fear was spreading like the icy waters of a river overflowing its banks.




          The shadow of the long "El" trestle stalking above Morris Street on its high steel legs was no deeper than the shadow of the fear that brooded all day over the sleazy slum.




          It hushed the raucous cries of the pushcart hucksters. It underlay the swarthy skins of the tenement dwellers with a sick pallor. It stilled the noisy play of the tatterdemalion urchins and sent them early to seek safety in drab and cheerless rabbit- warrens they called home, where there was no safety.




          Morris Street was accustomed to the fears that poverty breeds; the fear of the landlord, of the installment collector and the gas man. The men of Morris Street were used to the eternal fear of being fired. The women chattered gossip in a dozen different languages, while beneath their sagging breasts the dread was heavy that little Giuseppe might at any moment be brought home crushed by some juggernaut truck because he had no place to play but the teeming gutters; or that eighteen-year-old Rebecca might some night not come home at all because she was tired of sewing long hours on silks and laces more fortunate girls would wear and had decided to wear them herself, at any cost.




          The brave hopes that had brought these aliens to a new land were unfulfilled, yet at least they had escaped the terror of marching armies, Dictatorships' omnipresent spies and inexplicable punishments. They had escaped the nightmare terror of mobs sweeping down upon the ghetto shrieking the pogrom, the massacre. And so they had found some small modicum of happiness, of contentment, some small measure of security, at the gray end of their rainbow.




          Now from out of the dark, whispered traditions of the homeland they had forsworn, a horror had come. And with it, a fear with which their stoicism could not cope.




          The police had been promptly on the scene of the second killing. They had asked innumerable questions; had searched, photographed, dusted their fingerprint powders over ramshackle furniture, paintless sills and thresholds, cracked and crumbling walls.




          The police had gone again. "We got plenty of clues," they had growled. "You jabberin' monkeys get on about your business, an' we'll nab the homicidal maniac who done this inside of twenty- four hours."




          The people knew they lied. There had been no fingerprints, nothing to show how the killer had entered or left. The people didn't expect the cops to do anything but lie, for the denizens of the tenements were only kikes and wops and heinies; without money, most of them without votes; and along Garden Avenue the limousine tires of the wealthy were being slashed by some vandal. That outrage must be stopped, the Commissioner had announced, if he had to put his whole force on twenty-four-hour duty.




          THE cops wouldn't help them. The cops couldn't help them, the old, wise folks murmured, if they wanted to. In their terror and despair the people of Morris Street turned to the one man who had always before helped them in their times of stress and trouble; to a little white-haired man, who was frail in stature and muscle, who was bent and weary with his long years of service, but whose heart and courage were as great as all outdoors.




          "I promised them I'd stop it." Andrew Turner probed the edge of his prescription counter with a gnarled, acid-stained thumb. "But I don't even know what it is I'm supposed to stop."




          "Maybe they're wrong." Jack Ransom—stocky, barrel- chested, carrot-topped—was the old pharmacist's strong right arm in all of his forays against the wolves who prey on the helpless poor. "Maybe there won't be any more of these killings."
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