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Synopsis






          Doc Turner knew from Klingel's mute wretchedness that human wolves were preying on Morris Street once again... But he didn't foresee that a piece of paper and a drug-injection would nearly make him cold beef on a butcher's block!
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          DOC TURNER saw that the man's fat-swollen hands were quivering as they pressed down hard on his sales counter. The silver-haired druggist was dwarfed by the other's massive frame, magnified as it was by the white butcher's apron confining it. Otto Klingel was big-paunched, double-chinned, balloon-cheeked, but the usual ruddiness of his rotund jowls was a doughy yellow-white, and behind the china-blue glaze of his small eyes, little lights crawled that were tiny candle-lights of some marrow-melting dread.




          Doc finished wrapping the bottle of bromo seltzer, shoved it across the counter. "Ten cents," he said.




          Klingel jumped as if a gun had been fired in his ear, peered wildly about him. Then he had pulled himself together with visible effort, was shoving sausage-like fingers into a pocket under the apron. His hand came out—and coins splattered on the counter, the floor, rolled away to clink against dusty show cases.




          "Ach!" the big man erupted. "Ach, sooch an Esel!" He started to bend to the spilled small change...




          "Wait!" Turner stopped him. "Abie will pick them up for you." His voice rose. "Abie!"




          "Oy! Here I am." The undersized, swarthy, Semitic-featured urchin shoved through the shabby curtain filling the doorway to the prescription counter. Doc motioned wordlessly to the scattered coins, keeping meanwhile his puzzled look on Klingel.




          "What is it, Otto?" the old pharmacist asked softly. "What's the matter?"




          "Madder?" the butcher splurted. "Haff you nod seen vot der madder iss? Haff you not all veek seen dem dere?" His columnar arm jerked stiffly toward the drugstore's open door, gesturing across the teeming bustle of Morris Street.




          "El" pillars framed a drab tenement-house front otherside the rubbish-strewn clamorous gutter. The building's street floor was a butcher shop, behind whose gleaming window, red sides of beef were impaled on rows of hooks and pink-fleshed chickens were appetizingly arranged on a white marble floor. Plump, brown hares hung in a wind-ruffled string to one side of the doorway. A picture of cleanliness and prosperity that shop, quite incongruous in the slimed and poverty-riddled slum.




          A man dashed across its front, back and forth, with a strange, hurried ferocity. He rushed along the sidewalk, wheeled abruptly opposite the butcher's door, threw himself past the shining window, spun and ran back again to twist and repeat the maneuver over and over again with monotonous, savage persistence.




          A hunger not wholly physical was manifest in every starved line of his thin body. He was gaunt-faced, hollow-eyed, that human mechanism, animated by a driving malevolence. He yelped as he ran and his shrill cries, wordless at this distance, were like a wolf's famished barking. Andrew Turner thought of a caged wolf he had seen once in the Zoo, and there was little difference between the slaver-mouthed beast and the human at whom Klingel pointed save that he ran erect and a frayed tan overcoat flapped against his fleshless shanks.




          Pinned to the breast and on the back of that overcoat's shoulders were two oilcloth placards lettered in virulent red. KLINGEL UNFAIR TO LABOR! the scarlet letters shrieked their message. DON'T TRADE WITH HIM!




          "Unvair to labor," Klingel snarled. "Vot labor, hein? Me und mein vife Helga, by ourselfs ve tend der shtore und mein leedle Sohn Karl he deliffers orders after school. Den comes dis Clerks' Society und says I must a man hire for thirty tollars a veek und anoder ten to de Society pay. Ven I say I can afford it not they say raise the price uff your meat. Raise de price! Ach! Can dese poor people pay efen a cent more on de pound? Dey must go without if I the price raise. So dey put deir Schweinehunde, deir pig-dogs, to run und bark in frondt uff mein shtore..."




          "Meester Toiner," Abe now broke in, straightening with his grimy hands clawed about the change he had retrieved, "dey been around to all de stores on Morris Stritt andt dey all say eef Meester Kleengel joins up dey weel too."




          "Shoor," the butcher spat. "Klingel iss on Morris Street de longest und Klingel makes de most money, so let Klingel fight. Vell Klingel is tired from fighting und he giffs in."




          "You're lying to me, Otto." Doc's seamed countenance was bleak. "All week you've laughed at the pickets, told me your customers were paying no attention to them. Even if they were, your Dutch stubbornness would never let you surrender. Something else has happened today, something that's twisting a knife inside that fat carcass of yours. What is it?"




          Klingel stared at Turner, anguish now wrenching his livid lips. "I—I cannod say. I dare nod say." Then he had whirled around, was lumbering through the store, out into the street, in clumsy flight. A high-piled truck bore down on him, he escaped demolition by a hair's-breadth, reached the opposite curb and skittered for the sanctuary of his own door. The picket, wheeling at the end of one of his blind dashes, collided with him.




          Klingel's bellow was an insane roar. Doc saw a hamlike arm rise and fall, saw the tan-coated man go down under the ponderous blow, to sprawl, twitching on the sidewalk. The butcher dived into his shop and the door slammed closed behind him.




          "The fool!" Turner gritted, coming out from behind his counter. "Now he's done it." Moving with an agility astounding for his age he was across the street, was kneeling beside the prostrate fellow before anyone else quite realized what had happened. Then there was a close, jostling crowd about him, a polyglot jabber in his ears, the fetid stench of unwashed, sweaty bodies in his nostrils.




          Doc looked up into peering, excited faces; dark, Latin faces; high cheek-boned, round molded Slavic faces; faces with the massive lower jaws and broad temples of the ould sod; the hook-nosed swarthy faces and keen, suffering eyes of the ancient race that has no home anywhere, and everywhere is at home. These faces were those of his people, of his poverty-ridden, squalid people whom he had served for more years than he cared to recall and who would obey his every wish because they knew him as their only friend in this bewildering, alien land.




          "He's in a fit," Turner said, his rheumy eyes sweeping those crowding countenances with a significance that did not go unobserved. "He's fallen in a fit. Luciano, you and Pat Shea pick him up and carry him over to my store. Take him into my back-room and then clear out."




          The hulking laborers he had named hunched forward to obey him. Others, too, moved in that crowd, shoving out of it tight-lipped and furtive. These were the few, a bat-eared and blank-visaged Polack, a beshawled Lithuanian housewife, a stooped ol' clo's man who had seen just how the picket came to be lying there. A policeman was coming from around the corner and they would not be there for him to question. They would not be there to lie for Doc Turner, although cheerfully they would lie if perchance it became necessary.




          "What's going on here?" the patrolman roared, thrusting a blue shoulder through the throng, black nightstick clutched in his big-knuckled fist. "What's the disturb—Oh hello, Doc! You mixed up in this?"




          "Yes, Clancy," Turner lifted to his feet. "Poor fellow's an epileptic but you won't have to call an ambulance and lose your time off making reports. I'll save you the trouble. I'll bring him out of it and see that he gets home safely."




          "Ye've got somethin' up your sleeve," Clancy grinned understandingly. "But seein' as how it's you... Move along there, youse birds. Move along. There ain't nothin' more to see."




          HIS swaggering show of authority broke the cluster, sent its components hurrying about their business, or lack of business. Doc turned to the door of the butcher-shop, rattled its handle. The portal was locked, no one in evidence within. Otto and his Helga had retreated to their flat in the rear to nurse their trouble in solitude, as the polar bears they resembled retreat to an iceberg cave to lick their wounds. What was that trouble? What was the fear that held Klingel in its grip and tortured him till the peace-loving German had lashed out at his tormentor in an eruption of uncharacteristic fury?




          Crossing back to his own pharmacy Andrew Turner felt an accustomed thrill run through him. Matters were stirring once more on Morris Street, there was work once more for the pharmacist who was so much more than a druggist. Age-bowed, frail and feeble-appearing, the old man had time and again sallied from his ancient shop to challenge the hyenas who prey on the very poor. To challenge and defeat them. Many stared out through prison bars cursing the white-mustached, almost timid-appearing old man who doddered bemusedly behind his counters till there was need for him to come out from behind them. Others lay in unhallowed graves...
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