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Synopsis






          Tracy's Department Store boasted it could undersell all competitors on every item—but that didn't include the corpse of the young working girl Doc Turner thought to be the keystone of a novel and horrible racket!





          The Spider, October 1941, with "Bargain Counter Corpse 2"
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          ANDREW TURNER awoke all at once, as an old man does, to find that his dream had become a nightmare of reality.




          The desolate landscape of his dream was now the lodging house bedroom that for so many years had been to him, not home, but the place where he spent the few midnight-to-morning hours away from his ancient drugstore on Morris Street. His dream's eerie, shadowless light was now a grimy dawn seeping in to give the shabby, scant furniture oddly menacing outlines. And, impossibly gigantic in the gray luminescence, a faceless form loomed blackly over him.




          Only one thing was sharp and distinct and unquestionably real—the steely glitter of the knife-blade that had pricked his throat and now hung above it, poised.




          Outside the open window was the nocturnal growl of the unsleeping city, the rattle of an "El" train, a sick infant's petulant whine—and the rasp of the radio in a police prowl car, just below! But Doc Turner knew that the instant he opened his mouth to cry for help, silencing steel would slice down.




          His white-haired head lay very still on its pillow, but the tobacco-stained bush of his mustache moved with a faint smile. "The pose," he said gently, "is, I confess, frightening. But what are you after?"




          The intruder stirred. "What did Jennie Marshall tell you last night," the black mask whispered, "in the back of your store?"




          "Nothing concerning anyone but herself." This was the exact truth. "And her young man. He is being inducted into the army day after tomorrow, and she wanted me to persuade him to marry her before he goes. But I pointed out that unless he loved her enough to marry her without persuasion, it would be wiser to wait till he comes back and see how they both feel then."




          "You 'phoned someone, and she got in the booth with you. Who was it?"




          Doc's faded blue eyes narrowed, but in his long years of battling the human wolves who prey on the bewildered aliens and helpless, friendless poor of the slum he served, he'd learned not to quibble with a gun or knife. "She'd given up her job at Tracy's Department Store, sure that she was getting married, and it is already filled. They've a long waiting list. I called the home of a friend of mine to try and place Jennie with him. He liked the way she talked over the 'phone, instructed her to report for an interview early this morning."




          "You lie!" The masked man crouched lower, his black garb whispering against the bed's side-rail. "Come clean, if you want to live."




          There was no fear in the old man's wrinkle-netted countenance. "Live?" he murmured. "For another year or two? I wonder. At any rate, I'm too old to be afraid of dying."




          The knife moved, slowly, till it hovered ominously above his blanket-covered abdomen. "The way you'll die, Turner, you'd better fear. Talk. Who'd you tell what the Marshall skirt spilled?"




          "Whom," the pharmacist sighed. "Whom did—" and his right arm which Doc covertly had worked out from under the blanket-edge, circled the black-clad legs, jerked them hard as his left hand flung up the blanket to tangle the knife.




          The aged muscles were feeble, but for a split-second surprise was as effective as strength. The man in the mask staggered. He recovered almost at once, but not in time to prevent Doc from leaping out the other side of the cot, or choke his incoherent yell as he grasped the door knob.




          The door was locked! He snatched for the key, turned it, but the black form had vaulted the bed and hurtled at him, steel flailing.




          Turner dropped under the knife's lethal arc, half-somersaulted, half-rolled from the attacker's path. "Help!" he yelled, and a shout answered. The door opened and the masked man dived into the dark corridor that suddenly was clamorous with feminine screams. A man shouting, "What the hell's going on?"




          But the masked man had vanished before anyone ventured into the hall.




          "It was a nightmare," Doc Turner told his fellow lodgers. "I fell out of bed and woke up shouting. It's nothing..."




          THE morning sunlight, shadow-grilled by the trestle of the "El", laid itself on the white-painted shelves and heavy-framed, out-dated showcases of the old drugstore on Morris Street.




          "I don't get you, Doc," Jack Ransom said as he scratched his thatch of carrot hair. "I don't see why you covered it up. Why didn't you call the cops?"




          "What would have been gained?" Doc Turner asked the barrel-chested young garage mechanic who so often aided him in his unofficial, but exceedingly effective war on crime. "Except to terrify the people who live in that house? I couldn't describe the fellow. Even his voice was disguised. I could not identify him if at this very moment he were to walk in through that door."




          He looked broodingly out into the hurly-burly of the slum's principal thoroughfare. Trucks rumbled in the asphalted gutter. Hucksters stripped tarpaulins from the pushcarts aligned at the curb, exposing rosy apples, green-framed, creamy cauliflower, vividly yellow stands of bananas and tangerines. The laborers and factory hands had already gone to their daily toil; now at eight-thirty the white-collar workers, stenographers and errand boys hastened along the cracked sidewalk.




          "Look at those girls," Doc exclaimed. "Heads high, eyes bright, smartly dressed as any Garden Avenue debutante at a cost per year that wouldn't keep a socialite in perfume for a week. Aren't they grand youngsters, Jack?"




          "Yeah," Jack grunted. "They're all right, but what's the idea changing the subject?"




          "I'm not, son. I have a sneaking suspicion that what happened to me last night very directly concerns those fine young people."




          "Huh? Oh, I get it. This Jennie Marshall—"




          "Is one of them. A lovely child, about eighteen, pretty as a picture and smart as a whip. But she's an orphan just about getting along, in a furnished room she shares with two other girls. I cannot imagine why anyone should threaten murder to find out what she had to say to me, unless," the old man put a blue-veined, transparent-skinned hand on Ransom's sleeve, "unless this is another instance of the sort of thing we've been up against time and time again."




          A muscle twitched in the youth's freckle-dusted cheek. "You mean he figured she'd spilled the dope to you on some racket that's working a whole bunch like her? Some racket designed to nick a little bit from each one of the thousands of them?"




          "Yes—and a racket which he thought I'd already started machinery to crush," Doc murmured. "Precisely. Which means we—" A 'phone bell shrilled from the booth behind him.




          When he came out of the booth, a half minute later, his eyes were oddly expressionless. "Jack," he said softly. "That was the specialty-shop proprietor with whom Jennie Marshall had an appointment at eight this morning. He 'phoned to tell me that she hadn't arrived yet and that if she couldn't be punctual, he couldn't employ her even as a favor to me."




          "So she let you down, eh? Well it just goes to show—"
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