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Synopsis






          Old Doc Turner and his young friend, Jack Ransom, praised Allan Forbes for sending thousands of slum boys to summer camps—until the astute, elderly druggist read little Izzy's cryptic letter—and deciphered a message of unutterable doom!





          The Spider, June 1940, with "Hell, Incorporated"
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          ALL day, Morris Street's littered gutter and cracked sidewalks had shimmered in the sun's midsummer blaze. No relief had come with darkness; only a breathless and more dreadful heat.




          Shirt-sleeved, and with their collars open at the throat, Andrew Turner and Jack Ransom sat on rickety chairs in front of Doc Turner's ancient drugstore. The little pharmacist seemed frail, stooped by the burden of his long years. His silken mane and bushy mustache were white as his immaculate linen; his great hawk's nose was webbed by threadlike red capillaries. Ransom, burly beside him, was one-third the other's age. Boyish freckles still dusted Jack's, blunt-jawed countenance. His carrot-hued mop of hair was tousled and unkempt. His grey eyes were crinkled with young laughter.




          A strangely assorted pair to sit thus in wordless intimacy, but the course of their comradeship was stranger still. For Doc Turner was more than druggist to the aliens who swarmed Morris Street and its purlieus. He was their champion against the human wolves who prey on the helpless poor. In Doc's forays against those meanest of crooks, Jack Ransom, garage mechanic, was the good right fist that made effective the subtler finesse of Doc's brain.




          They had been talking idly of certain stirring experiences in the past, but now it had grown too hot to talk. Or, perhaps, some not quite realized premonition of a new adventure held them silent.




          Certainly there was no intimation in the thronged scene before them of what the night was to bring. Red-eyed hucksters sought to protect their greens, but lettuce and cabbages withered swiftly despite the use of watering cans. Slow-moving on the sidewalks, lax-bodied women, toil-worn men, had fled their cheerless flats to the furnace in search of a breeze that did not exist. Over all, hung odors of the slums and poverty.




          Overhead, rumbled a train on the brooding black trestle of the "El." Yellow rectangles of light skimmed the crowd's heads. The train's thunder dwindled and the hoarse cries of the peddlers could be heard again, the racket of late trucks on the cobbles between the curbs; the shuff-shuff of broken shoes on pavement. Thin but insistent, another sound underlay all these, the fretful whining of a thousand sleepless, heat-tortured babes.




          Doc Turner stirred. "Queer," he murmured, "what a difference their not being here makes."




          "The kids?" Jack nodded. He too had noticed the absence of one accustomed strain in the symphony of the slum's dreadful summer night. "Yeah. This same time last year you'd hear them screaming as they ducked out from under the trucks, yelling in the gush from fire hydrants turned on when the cops wasn't looking, razzing the peddlers while they swiped bananas from the carts, and all of them hollow-eyed, sick with the heat. Tonight they're up there in God's green mountains. In my book, this here Allen Forbes rates a diamond halo."




          "Buddies, Incorporated," Doc mused. "Remember how every newspaper hammered at it all spring, every radio commentator, every minister and priest and rabbi?"




          "And how! You couldn't get away from the slogans. 'Invest in Democracy,' was stretched on banners across every downtown street. 'Two in one for better citizenship,' flying from every hotel and department store, and on every movie screen; 'A buddy for every child today, a friend for every man tomorrow!' What a wow of a campaign, and did it go over!"




          "It certainly did, Jack. I understand that there are nearly ten thousand children in the Buddies' Camps, stretched all across the northern part of the State."




          "Sure there is. Forbes' idea was a natural. Here's all that mess across the ocean brought on by a couple smart guys who've made themselves big shots by playing the poor against the rich, the rich against the poor, and sneaking in between. Here's a few wise eggs on this side trying the same game. Agitators yelling to the poor how the rich have got horns and hoofs; sly birds whispering to the rich how the poor are going to revolt, any day now. And here comes along a guy that says, 'Look. In America there ain't no real difference between rich and poor. We're all just humans trying to get along the best way we can, and deep down in our hearts we know the way we can get along best is by everybody helping everybody else, because there's enough for all of us in this great country of ours. But we don't know that's the way the other fellows think too, on account of the way the big-mouth agitators and the sly birds have got us fooled.




          "'All right' this Allan Forbes goes on, 'The way to queer their game is for every one to get to know each other. That's pretty hard for the grown-ups to do, because their ideas are set. But kids' ideas aren't set yet, and they're tomorrow's adults.'"




          "Yes, son," Doc tried to interrupt. "I've heard all that, over an over—"




          "'So what?' everybody asks Forbes." Jack's enthusiastic word-flood was not to be damned. "'So you're right, but what can we do about it?'..." And Jack went on, blithely extolling the merits of Allan Forbes' novel idea for promoting democracy and affording slums boys an outdoor summer at one and the same time. So he formed Buddies, Incorporated, an organization which purchased a great many financially insecure camps, and sold thousands of dollars worth of stock to philanthropists... People accustomed to sending their sons to camp paid the regular fee of three hundred dollars; but for each full-paid youngster, there was one under-privileged kid. Each pair of "buddies," one rich and the other poor, were to tent together, play together, work together—until in their young minds there would exist no difference between wealthy and poor. This, the spirit of true democracy, would endure in those boys' hearts forever more!




          "By gosh!" concluded the exuberant Jack Ransom, "I'll tie my neck to a ton of iron and jump in the river if it ain't the greatest thing that's happened in America since the Declaration of Independence!"




          "Almost greater," Turner ruminated, his gnarled fingers drumming on his knee, "if it works out as advertised."




          "Huh!" Ransom's head jerked to a note of doubt in the old druggist's voice. "What makes you think it ain't, all of a sudden?"




          "I don't know that I do." A certain bleakness spread over Doc's seamed countenance. "I'm not sure. But there are one or two things in that set-up that have me a little troubled. Forbes' rule, for instance, barring visitors from the camps."




          "Hell! Poor relatives couldn't make the trip, and if rich ones were allowed in it would show up an awful class difference. You want any better reason?"




          "No-o-o. And yet—look here, son. You know that the boys from this neighborhood went to Camp Nokomis, on Lake Heron. Many of their parents can't read English, so they've been bringing their sons' letters to me to read to them. In some of them I've felt a certain underlying—well, something that worries me. But here comes Reba Krupinsky and unless I'm greatly mistaken that letter she's carrying is from her Isidore. Listen as I read it to her. Perhaps you'll get what I'm driving at."




          "Oke, Doc. I'll keep the wax out of my ears."




          ISIDORE KRUPINSKY'S mother wore a black and very evident wig, the ritual shaitel that had replaced the hair shaved off just before her wedding in Kishinev, many years ago. The joints of the hand that tremblingly held out to Doc a crumpled, pencil-addressed envelope were swollen, its skin speckled with little cuts. But her cotton house-dress was spotless, crisply starched, and her tiny black eyes were shining.




          "Oi, Doc," she quavered. "You must excuse me, I make you so much trouble—"




          "No trouble at all, Mrs. Krupinsky," the old druggist said. He smiled as he took the envelope and extracted its grimy enclosure. "I'm interested to hear how Isidore is getting along."




          "Nu, Doc." Reba peered at Turner, who was reading the childish, unformed scrawl, his face expressionless. "Nu? He iss all right, mine Izzy?"




          "Fine." Doc looked up, and he was smiling. "He says: 'Dear Mom. I am feeling fine. Your package came last night and you ought to see my Buddy, Roger Pierson, go for the salami and the knishes. I told him that was nothing, he ought to taste your cheese blintzes. So he made me promise to bring him home for supper soon as we get back. Camp is swell. Tell Doc Turner we are all as happy as the boys in the story about Passover that grand-pop used to tell him. Doc will know what I mean. Lots of love to Pop and a great big hug for you, Mom. Your loving son, Izzy.'"




          "Did you hear?" Reba's hands were lifted as though to call Heaven to witness a miracle. "Could you imachine? A son from J. Piermont Pierson, the millionaire, und mine blintzes he vants to eat!"




          "I'll bet he'll enjoy your blintzes," Jack said.




          "He ought to," said Doc. "I'll vouch for them. Now you run along back to your Herring Store and tomorrow morning I'll write an answer for you."




          Reba Krupinsky trotted off. Jack Ransom grinned. "Well," he said, "I didn't hear anything in that letter to fuss about."




          "No." Doc turned to him. The smile was gone from his face, and there was something in his eyes that wiped the grin from the youth's. "Or rather, you heard it, but could not understand. The story, Jack, that little Isidore heard old Isaac Krupinsky tell me not long before he died was the tale of the Passover of 1903, that Hebrew Easter when a mob of vodka-inflamed peasants invaded the Jewish quarter of Kishinev, burning and killing. It was the tale of a pogrom, a massacre, and the boys in it were inmates of an orphanage over whose merry Seder feast Isaac was presiding. 'We're all as happy as the boys in the story.' The boys in that story, Jack, crouched white-faced with terror as they watched the red glare of arson dance on the walls and listened to death howling outside."
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