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Synopsis






          The swarm of humanity that teemed in the tenement-hives of Morris Street had forgotten the one man they all had reason to fear. It had been so long ago... But Doc Turner knew that the battered corpse in Hogbund Lane meant the return of the vengeance-mad Baron!





          The Spider, February 1941, with "Morris Street Murder March"



        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          1






          OUTSIDE on Morris Street, hucksters harassed the throng thatshuffled, jabbering in a dozen alien tongues, along the cracked sidewalk. The slum's autumn evening brawled against the display windows and weather-stained walls of Andrew Turner's ancient corner pharmacy, but the drowsy quiet of the narrow prescription room beyond the partition at its rear was disturbed only by the slow plink, plink of lime water dripping from a huge glass filter into a five-gallon earthenware crock set beneath it on the floor.




          The light that fell from a dust-filmed, pendent bulb tangled in Doc Turner's silken white mane. The hems of the threadbare alpaca store-coat that hung loosely about his stooped, frail frame were frayed. The hand with which he stroked his bushy, white mustache was loose-skinned and netted with an old man's swollen veins.




          Satisfied that the filtration was proceeding properly, he sighed and turned towards the scarred roll-top desk standing against the wall. Among the clutter of papers on that desk was a pile of wholesalers' monthly statements that must be checked against daily invoices, the prices verified, the charges totaled, although where the money to pay the totals was to come from, the old druggist did not know.




          It will turn up from somewhere, he thought as he sank into the broken-backed swivel chair. It always has—He was rigid, abruptly. His eyes narrowed a little as they fastened on the triply-bolted, seldom-used door to Hogbund Lane that flanked the desk.




          The noise was repeated, a dull thump against the wood. Then a sort of rubbing sound moved downward along it and stopped. Now there was only the muted roar from Morris Street, the plink, plink of the filtering lime water—




          That was a groan!




          Turner got up out of his chair. He rattled back the bolts, twisted the key that stayed always in the door's rusty lock, turned its enamel-chipped knob. Hinges screeched eerily and the door swung inward faster than Doc pulled it, was being shoved inward—




          A dark and shapeless thing folded limply in through the widening aperture, settled and lay still across the threshold.




          The rest was vague, contorted bulk extending out into Hogbund Lane, but the dingy illumination in here made visible gray, too-long hair matting the back of a man's head and the dirt-encrusted upper half of a ragged garment that once might have been an overcoat.




          A fusty stench rose to Doc Turner's nostrils, a reek of fabric and flesh alike corrupt. With the manifold musty odors of poverty Doc was much too familiar, but this rottenness sickened him, so that for an instant he could only stand and stare down at the apparently lifeless torso that had fallen over his threshold.




          In that instant movement took hold of it, a strange, slow gathering, and then a slow stretching, like an earthworm crawling through dank loam.




          Twice more that slow, unhuman movement shortened the torso and lengthened it again before Doc could conquer his revulsion and bend to it. He tugged at the flaccid form, to turn it over so that he could see what was wrong, what he could do to help—A sound came from it, a vocalization that began as a choked and horrible moan and became a word, a name, "Baron. He—" It cut off as the old pharmacist slid an arm under the scrawny form that was amazingly weightless when he shifted it over onto its back.




          Or perhaps the sound kept on and it was only what Doc saw that deafened him to it, his nausea renewed.




          THE frayed coat collar was pinned up around the derelict's neck by a big safety pin. The grizzled, dirty hair was matted over a caved-in brow, and what was between them grotesquely resembled a face only as might a Halloween mask a bored child had smashed with destructive fists.




          There were eyes, puffed almost closed. There were ears and what had been a nose, but no feature was either the form nor in the place it should be, and the broken face had no describable outline. Bloated where it should be hollow, hollow where it should have rounded in cheekbone or black-stubbled jaw, somehow the worst of all was that no blood smeared it. There were only yellow and purple bruises, and beneath the skin small muscles crawled as though blindly, hopelessly trying to pull that shattered visage back into some semblance of a face.




          In a corner of this horror gaped a toothless black orifice out of which spewed once more sounds. "Watch," Doc made out and, "Back," and then a dreadful croaking whose meaning he could not make out. He heard the name again, "Baron," and then the figure was still.




          Andrew Turner's palms were wet with cold sweat. In a minute or two someone would come along the dimly lit lane and notice the corpse that lay half in, half out of his side door. At once a crowd would gather, noisy with expressions of shocked commiseration—and atingle with morbid pleasure over this break in the pleasure-starved treadmill of its days. In a minute or two a hundred eyes would stare at this bit of human jetsam, but for that minute or two the old druggist still had it to himself.




          There was only bare skin under the collar-pinned overcoat, above the waist. The ragged trousers were belted with rope. Only one pocket was whole, and this was turned inside out—




          "Jupiter, Doc!" a bluish-jawed Irishman exclaimed above him. "Phwat's this?"




          "He fell against the door here, Mike, and when I got it open he was dead." Turner rose. "Watch him, will you? Don't let anyone touch him till I get the police here. Maybe they'll know who he is, when they get here..."




          "JUST a bum," the derby-hatted detective from the precinct house said when he got there. "Just one them hoboes that's crowding back to the city now that Winter's gettin' near. There's a flock of them hang out nights on what's left of that pier that burned last July. We leave 'em alone. They don't bother anybody."




          "Looks like they bothered this poor fellow," Andrew Turner remarked. "Looks like they murdered him."




          "Hell." The detective shrugged. "He just got mixed up in a scrap and got tramped on. We'll poke around a little an' see can we find out what happened, but we won't strain any lungs askin' about it."




          The bleak look on Doc Turner's old face deepened.




          BY eight-thirty the corpse had been taken away in the Morgue wagon and Doc's back door was bolted again, and by the teeming hundreds that thronged Morris Street the nameless derelict's death was all but forgotten.




          By everyone except Andrew Turner. "There's no doubt, Jack," he was saying, "that this life was worth little to him and less to society, but it was a human life nevertheless, and the one who took it from him so brutally should be punished, I tell you!"




          "Gosh, Doc." Jack Ransom straightened a display of Rubbing Alcohol atop the heavy-framed, old-fashioned showcase as they talked. "This moocher didn't belong around here. What happened to him is none of your lookout."




          The way Ransom's protest was framed was acknowledgment that had the murder, or even some lesser crime, occurred to one of the permanent residents of the neighborhood, it would have been very much Andrew Turner's concern. In the decades he had served the hapless denizens of this slum the druggist had made all their affairs his own; their joys, their troubles; had sympathized with them and advised them, and fought for them against those meanest of criminals who prey on the helpless, friendless poor.




          NONE knew this better than Jack. Perhaps for the sheer adventure of it, perhaps for some reason closer to Doc's own motivation, the barrel-bodied, freckle-faced young garage mechanic had of late years helped him in these forays, had shared with him their dangers and their victories. "I wonder," the old pharmacist mused—"I wonder if what happened to him isn't more my lookout than you seem to think. I have an idea that he did belong to Morris Street."




          "Oh, oh!" Thrusting stubby, strong fingers through his carrot-hued thatch of wiry hair, Jack grimaced in mock dismay. "I might have guessed it! You know something about him you kept back from the cops."




          "No. I held no facts from them. What I reserved was my interpretation of those facts, to which they'd have paid no attention if I had voiced it."




          "But you're itching to tell me about it. Okay, Doc, I'll be your stooge. What gives you the idea this hobo belonged on Morris Street?"




          "The fact that he dragged himself to my side door, desperately wounded, as he was."




          "Well, ain't it natural for someone's been hurt to make for a drugstore?"




          "There is nothing on that door, Jack, or that sidewall to show a stranger that this drugstore lies behind it."




          "Umm." Ransom rubbed a speculative thumb along the showcase's edge. "That's right... But he might have been here before, sometime, and spotted that. It still don't make him a Morris Streeter."
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