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Synopsis






          The twenty-year search for lost Agnes O'Neill swung back at last to Morris Street, burial place of sinister secrets. Bullets cut the three-million-dollar reunion road, and Doc Turner, defender of the weak, groped along it—to a chat with Death.





          The Spider, February 1937, with "Doc Turner's Death Cue"
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          THE shot's sharp report would have gone unnoticed in the brawl of Morris Street's Saturday sunset if gray lines had not suddenly spider-webbed a black sedan's window.




          Andrew Turner, in the doorway of his ancient drugstore, whirled to the sound. He glimpsed a feral snarl of disappointment distorting a predatory dark countenance, the glint of gunmetal slipping underneath a frayed lapel. Swiftly the white-haired druggist leaped across the sidewalk, his age-gnarled fingers clawing to snatch at the assassin's shoulder.




          The swarthy, collarless runt saw him coming, slammed a brutal fist into Doc's chest. The blow sent Turner's frail form spinning backward, and before the dull wits of the bystanders quite realized what was happening, the incident was closed by the disappearance of the thug in the pushcart market's swarm.




          Turner swayed back to balance. His blue eyes darted to the vehicle that had been the object of the startling attack.




          So swiftly had the incident passed that the car was just skidding to a stop. The acrid tang of its friction-scorched tire-rubber cut through slum smells to sting the little pharmacist's wide nostrils. He squeezed between two pushcarts, darted into the garbage-strewn gutter. The sedan's door opened.




          "'Tis Doc Turner himself," a high-pitched voice exclaimed. "Whiter a bit, but otherwise the same."




          The face backgrounded by the gloom of the car's interior was sallow and wrinkled as a baked apple that has stood too long on a cafeteria's dessert counter. Its eyes were tiny and black as twin raisins, except that no raisins ever shone bright as these. A beaded black bonnet sat atop sparse grey hair, and a high, boned collar clasped a scrawny neck.




          "Well, Doc?" the woman snapped. "And what are you gaping at? Have you no word of welcome for an old neighbor?"




          "Martha O'Neill!" Doc gasped, dredging twenty years of memory for the name. "What on earth would anyone be...?"




          "The youngsters around here are blasted careless with their stone-throwing," another voice interrupted him, from the driver's half of the front seat. "Good thing I've got shatterproof glass."




          There was a note of warning in the interruption. Palpably it was a cue to conceal the attack from the old lady! Doc, peering for its source, made out a dapper, derby-hatted young man whose nose was too hawk-like for the watery brown eyes above them and the yellow sprouting of short hairs beneath.




          "This is Cecil Parke, Doc," Mrs. O'Neill piped. "My lawyer. Don't judge him by that calf's mask of his. Strange as it might seem, there are brains behind that vapid look."




          "Martha!" Turner brought his attention back to the woman. "What brings you to Morris Street after all this time?"




          "'Tis a long story and not for the ears of half the world that's crowding behind you. Take me into that dingy hole of yours, and I'll be telling it to you. It's I that have been aching for the aroma of its herbs, and of the valerian that's the devil's stench itself. Come on, Cecil. I promised you the sight of a real drugstore. Come."




          For all her rattling tongue, there was a fever of excitement in Martha O'Neill's chatter. Doc felt the quiver of it in the bony, fleshless elbow he grasped to aid her from the car. His eyes, dropping to make sure her tiny feet had reached the cobbles, caught sight of a bit of shiny flattened metal on the running board.




          Shatterproof glass! It was bullet-proof. That was a flattened bullet! The door edge was queerly thick. It was of armor plate! This car was armored against attacks, like those the gangsters ride in.




          Why should this wizened, bent little old lady be safeguarded by an armored car? Did she know she was? Did she know she had been shot at?




          Her funereal garments might be old-fashioned, but they rustled with the crisp luxuriousness of unweighted silk. Nevertheless, as she moved on Doc's arm through the shoving knot of grimy-faced urchins, bearded, collarless men and beshawled, alien-visaged housewives, she seemed somehow to belong among them with the same certainty as the lawyer following her did not.




          Parke held a pigskin attache case in one gloved hand, while the other tugged at his blond lip-brush, palpably to conceal his fastidious aversion to the ghetto odors; the miasma of vegetables on the very point of putrescence, of unwashed bodies, of shoddy clothing worn till it was sweat-rotted...




          THE oddly assorted trio went into the shadowy dimness of the store in which Andrew Turner had spent more years than he cared to recall, and the closing door muffled the tumult of the slum to a decorous murmur.




          "Ah!" The old woman sighed with a tremulous pleasure. " 'Tis not changed at all. Here are the same cluttered shelves that once were painted white, the same showcases with glass scratched till you can scarce see what's inside them, the same fly-specked sign over the same old curtain in that partition doorway. 'Prescription Department—No Admittance.' "




          "No, Martha," Doc responded, "it hasn't changed."




          "It was like this, just like this, the day Tim O'Neill, the blessed Mary cherish his tired soul, and the colleen I once was gazed wide-eyed at brick houses mountain-high and earth stone-sheathed till it could not breathe. The mud of the Old Sod still caked our brogues, and the strangeness of this strange land was a whirl in our heads that were anyways bemused with dreams of fortune. You wouldn't be remembering the two greenhorns we were, would you, Doctor dear?"




          "Indeed I would," Andrew Turner chuckled. "You looked so forlorn, standing out there on the sidewalk. Tim had a great canvas bag on his shoulder, bulging with all your worldly possessions, and you had a wee live bundle in your arms... Oh!" He checked himself at the sudden agony in Martha's eyes, the twitch of an ancient but still poignant grief at the corners of her fleshless lips. "I'm sorry. I did forget for the moment what became of little..."




          "Agnes." The name was a sobbed croon. "My lost babe."




          "I understand you had a hand in that, Mr. Turner." Parke's tone was crisp, businesslike. "Mrs. O'Neill has told me..."




          "That when there was not so much as a crust of bread in the house"—the old woman's seamed countenance had achieved placidity again, with a courage somewhat pathetic—"and Agnes wailed her pitiful hunger at my dry breast, it was Doc Turner who brought salvation to us."




          "You arranged, did you not, for the infant's adoption?"




          "In a manner of speaking." Doc's acid-stained fingers drummed a tattoo on a counter edge. "But it was Father Ignatius who worked out the details at my suggestion. The O'Neills were too proud to accept charity for themselves, but we prevailed upon them to give up the child. Unfortunately, the foster-parents made it a condition that their identity was to be kept absolutely secret, and the good priest kept faith with them. He did not tell even me who they were, and he made no written record."




          "Where is he now?"




          "He is dead."




          "I told you that, Cecil." Martha O'Neill's chatter was muted now, threaded by old pain. "I told you that when Tim's invention came right at last the lips of him who alone could tell us where to find our babe were already sealed forever. Though fortune was ours, such as our dreams never had dared aspire to, it was ashes in our mouth, and sackcloth on our limbs, because we could not share it with her. We searched for her—recall how we searched, Doc Turner—but to no avail."




          This talk, Andrew Turner thought, this ripping open of old wounds, was not without purpose. It was tied up, somehow, with Martha O'Neill's return; with the attempt at her murder and the secretly armored car that had saved her.




          "They never gave up that search," the lawyer explained, "even after Timothy O'Neill died. Mrs. O'Neill insisted on my continuing it, though I tried to convince her of its utter hopelessness."




          "Hopeless, was it?" the widow sniffed. "Show him, Cecil, what came in the mail a week ago."




          "But..."




          "Show it to him! If there is one anywhere who can help me, it is he. And I do not need to ask if he will. 'Tis his life, the helping of those in distress, of those for whom there is otherwise no aid in all the world. If you doubt it, ask those!" Her hand, which was like a bird's claw, pointed to the door and the teeming slum denizens visible through its glass. "Ask those to whom he is the only friend in a strange, bewildering land; as he was our friend, Tim's and mine. Show him the note."




          Cecil Parke shrugged, laid his leather envelope on the counter top, zipped it open and fished within. He brought out a sheet of cheap paper, across which penciled words wavered, their letter faintly traced and quavering but still formed with indisputable culture.




          "This is the letter to which Mrs. O'Neill refers," the lawyer murmured, handing it to Doc Turner. It began without salutation:
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