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Synopsis






          Doc had fought many weird battles in defense of his crime-oppressed poor, but never before had he been called upon to battle a murderous spy clique—armed with no better weapon than a pinch of table salt!





          The Spider, September 1938, with "Torture on Morris Street"
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          THE pound of traffic on the cobbles under the shadow of the "El," the shouts of the pushcart hucksters and the shuffle of weary feet on the broken and debris-strewn sidewalks of the slum thoroughfare, came only dully into the drowsy drugstore on Morris Street. Here grimy light slid lazily along shelving once white, filtered slowly down over showcases ponderously framed in the fashion of the days before streamlining, lay in weary pools on a floor whose rutted boards were innocent of covering.




          Doc Turner leaned on the scarred sales counter at the rear of his store, beetling, shaggy brows veiling his eyes. He was tired, as he always was these days. He was an old man. The years had frosted his silky crown of hair and grizzled his bushy, drooping mustache and etched deep into his hollow-cheeked countenance lines of age and weariness.




          The years had faded the blue of his eyes, but had not dimmed their kindliness. They had stooped his shoulders and filled his old bones with aches, but had not dulled the acuteness of his brain. They had not lessened his leonine courage.




          He looked up at the opening of the drugstore's door and the entrance of someone whose eyes were distressed, whose lips were grey and quivering with fear, and whose hands fluttered out to the old pharmacist in a gesture of wordless appeal.




          It was a young woman, not much more than a girl. Her neat print frock clung caressingly to the lithe, slender curves of womanhood recently attained. Her tawny hair was cut in a "page- boy bob," but its curls turbulently refused the straight lines called for by that latest mode of coiffure. They framed a countenance narrow, pert-featured, blunt-chinned—gaunt now with dread but still winsome and characterful and endearing.




          "Doc!" She was only half-way into the store when she spoke, her voice low and mellifluous but tight as the grip it was evident she had on herself to keep her from collapsing. "Oh, Doc—will you help me?"




          "Of course, Joan Felton," the old man responded unhesitatingly. "Of course, I'll help you." He came around the end of the counter to meet her. "You don't doubt that, do you?" His hands, blue-veined and gnarled, their yellow skin transparent to show the bones within, took her soft, white ones into their heartening clasp. "Did I ever fail to help you, since the days you used to bring your wounded dolls in here for me to put iodine on?" His smile was warm and tender. "What doll's been hurt now, Joan?"




          "It's Tom." The jitter under the grey surface of her eyes eased a little. "My Tom. He wasn't home when I came back from work. He wasn't there, waiting for me. And he hasn't come back yet."




          "Is that all?" Doc chuckled, "Is that what's upset you so? Maybe he went out to get some chemicals for his experiments and has been delayed. Maybe he just got tired of the smells and decided to take a walk to blow them out of his lungs."




          "He's never done anything like that before in the two years we've been married," she objected. "He's always had the table in the kitchen set and the gas on under the pots, warming the supper I've fixed in the morning. You know that."




          "Yes," Andrew Turner responded. "I know that." He knew that the marriage of the Feltons was a partnership unique even in this neighborhood, where twisted lives were not unusual.




          JOAN NOLAN and Tom Felton had grown up on Morris Street and he had watched over them from the cradle. Tom had early manifested an interest in, and a genius for, science—had pursued its study, in night schools, in the libraries, terribly handicapped by the necessity for earning a living that had been fastened upon him at an early age. That necessity—the fact that since the depression there was little place for younger scientists in the industrial world—had thwarted his ambitions.




          Then had come marriage with Joan, and release. The girl had insisted that their only chance for escape from the morass of poverty into which they had been born was through Tom's pursuing the researches he had outlined for himself. She was employed, in a swank millinery shop on Garden Avenue. She was earning enough to support them both, meagerly to be sure, but sufficiently. Pooling their small savings, they had equipped a small laboratory for Tom in one room of the basement flat they rented. Joan continued to work and her young husband labored at his beloved science.




          They were very much in love and very happy. They were the happier because they had hope—the commodity that was so scarce on Morris Street. But now...




          "Something's happened to Tom," Joan quavered.




          "Wait," the old man said quietly. "Wait. Let's be calm about this. You're a sensible girl. You wouldn't be so frightened at his absence if you didn't have a good reason. What is it?"




          "It—it's his secret." A vein throbbed in her throat, and her pupils dilated.




          "His secret?"




          "He used to tell me, every evening, all about what he'd been doing all day, what he was trying to accomplish," she explained. "About—about six months ago, he started on something new. He put a lock on his laboratory door and didn't give me the key. He wouldn't tell me what he was working on. He begged me not to ask him. He said it was—too dangerous for me to know."




          "Too dangerous?" Doc repeated.




          "Yes."




          The old druggist's face grew bleak. "And you think that the knowledge was dangerous to him, too? That the danger has become a reality?"




          The girl nodded. Then, "There's something else. I—he left a note for me. On the kitchen table."




          "A note. Doesn't it explain his being away?"




          "It seems to." Joan was fumbling in her bosom. "But—but it's not right. It frightens me more than anything else." Her hand came out with a folded paper. It was ruled in tiny squares, the graph paper scientists use to chart their observations, and there was writing on it.




          Doc took it. The meticulous, square-lettered writing was crammed at the top of the sheet.
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