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Synopsis






          For more years than he cared to remember, Doc Turner, the druggist, had battled slinking crime on Morris Street—the crime which preys on the hopeless poor. But it took a fat witch and her crippled, halfwit son to teach him a ghastly—formula for fear!



        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          1






          THE "El" trestle cast its flat and heavy shadow on the debris strewn gutter. The sidewalk in front of the old pharmacy on Morris Street was filmed with an oil grime to which clung the odor of the slums; an invisible miasma of decayed pushcart refuse, of unwashed feet and toil-sweaty bodies, of the diseases that breed where there is too little sun—and too little food.




          Furtive beneath these, wan and secret as toadstools under dank forest greenery, lay the fusty smell of those slinking crimes with which poverty seeks to assuage its gnawing, hopeless hunger.




          For more dreary years than he cared to recall, Andrew Turner had breathed that stench, and fruitlessly, had striven to dissipate it. But, white-haired and stooped and fragile in the doorway of his drugstore, it was not now present to his consciousness. His eyes of faded blue peered eagerly into the tunnel like gloom of the bustling avenue, and under his bushy, nicotine stained mustache a faint smile of anticipation softened the thin austerity of his pale lips.




          There they came, the two for whom he was waiting. They brought a burst of sunshine into the murk, a breath of life's springtime "Doc" Turner had thought never to know again. Ann Fawley, granddaughter of his lost love, was slim, and petite and elfin faced—to match his nostalgic memory of the time when Morris Street was an elm shaded suburban thoroughfare and he and the world were young. At her side, Daphne Papolos skipped, the little orphaned girl for whom childhood's crowded, happy days had already obliterated recollection of the tragedy that had made her Ann's ward, the nightmare of torture and murder from which the aged pharmacist had rescued her.




          THEY crossed the street. Daphne plunged away from the older girl. Her schoolbag swinging, her black hair streaming back from a pinched, white face, she darted across the pavement and into the old man's arms.




          "Gran'pa Turner!" she bubbled. "I got 'A' on my report card. I'm goin' to be on the honor roll."




          "Isn't that wonderful?" Ann's lilting, sweet voice sparkled with pride. "Miss Raynor told me in the teacher's room today that Daphne's improvement has been remarkable. Her arithmetic especially is..."




          "Look!" Daphne wrenched away from the old druggist, zipped her bag open on her knee, fumbled inside it. "I got a hundred on this week's test." Her hand came out with a yellow paper—a book spilled to the ground, and something vividly green struck her toe and rolled against the door jamb with a clink of glass. "Here it is!"




          "You've dropped..." Turner, bending to pick up the book and the other thing, was abruptly silent. When he rose his face was grave.




          "Where did you get this, Daphne?" He held a small, cylindrical green vial, which was capless, out to her. "Who gave it to you?" Tiny white crystals clung to the inside of the glass. The vial gave off a faint, acrid odor, unfamiliar to anyone but the aged pharmacist. To him it—was the smell of certain... Death!




          "Sarah," the child responded, carelessly. "Her medicine was all used up and she was going to throw it out, but it was pretty and I asked her for it. See, gran'pa, how hard these examples...?"




          "Who is Sarah?"




          "The drudge at the flat where we room," Ann answered Doc's question. "She's a—" She checked herself, but her red lips formed the words: halfwit.




          "Sarah's nice," Daphne prattled. "But she's always tired. An' she has terrible pains in her head and her tummy. She wants to go to the clinic but Mrs. Falk says this medicine will make her better."




          "I don't wonder she's tired." Indignation replaced the smile in Ann Fawley's hazel eyes. "Sarah does all the bed making, the dusting, the floor scrubbing and whatnot, for a cot in the kitchen and scraps to eat. Mary Falk does nothing at all but wait on her crippled son and scream at the poor old woman. And boast of how good and kind she is to give Sarah a home."




          "But Ann, she pays a man money for her too; the man that comes around every Saturday morning." Her elder's interest in the servant was inexplicable to the youngster, but if that was the way to bring their attention back to herself, she would talk about Sarah too. "You're always still asleep when he comes and everyone else is out to work. Even Sarah doesn't know about him because Mrs. Falk always tells her to keep on cleaning the stove when he rings. But I peek through our door and see her give him a quarter for herself and forty-five cents for Sarah. He writes it down in two little books she has. He's from the Pru—Pru—... the Prudensh..."




          "The Prudential Insurance Company! That's very int—" Doc broke off. "Daphne. On my desk in the prescription room is something I bought for you this morning. Go see what it is."




          "Oh, gran'pa! You're so good to me!" She scampered into the store, between dusty old counters, vanished through a dark, dirt stiff curtain.




          "What was in that little bottle, Doc?" Ann quavered with her eyes big, dark, and scared. "What is it?"




          THE old pharmacist lifted the vial to his nose, sniffed again of the tell-tale odor. Then he spoke, slowly, grimly, his seamed countenance bleak and expressionless.




          "Chloral hydrate. Not a deadly poison in small doses—but eventually fatal if long continued. It evaporates at body temperatures, so that an autopsy will not discover its presence unless performed immediately after death."




          "What does it mean? What does it all mean?"




          Doc shrugged. "A friendless, weak-minded woman is slowly being poisoned; an insurance policy on her life unknown to her. What can it mean?"




          "Oh!" The exclamation was a breath bated, low whisper. "Horrible! We must get her out of there at once. We must..."




          "Hush!" Doc hissed a quick, sibilant warning and then he was speaking over Ann's shoulder. "Good afternoon, Mrs. Falk. You look worried. Is anything the matter?"




          "Matter enough!" Dough-yellow flesh bulged expansively out of the woman's sleazy gingham Mother Hubbard. Pendulous chins and pillow-like breasts jittered with the slap, slap of her down-at- heel slippers. "I got to call the morgue."




          Ann whirled to her. "The morgue?"




          "For Sarah. She lay down this mornin', right after you an' Daphne left for school, complainin' she was dizzy an' faint like. I tried to wake her up just now an' when I touched her she was cold as ice an' stiff as a board. I'm all over gooseflesh thinkin' that while Tommy an me was eatin' noon lunch there in the kitchen she must of been a corpse layin' right long side of us. It's all I can do not to give the kippers back thinkin' of it."




          "You...!" Docs gnarled fingers dug into her arm to stifle Ann's exclamation.




          "She's been lying dead three hours at least, without your knowing it?" His tone was very even. "No wonder you are upset. But why do you want to telephone the morgue? They'll bury her in Potter's Field."




          "An' why not? If funerals was sellin' for a dime a dozen she wouldn't have enough to buy a coffin nail. Ain't I been feedin' an' sleepin' her for a year now out o' my charity? Takin' the vittles for her right out o' my Tommy's mouth whose leg stumps achin' him so bad this minute he's cryin' with the pain of it."




          "Are you sure she has no insurance?"
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