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Synopsis






          Somewhere on the fringe of Morris Street a devil's cauldron, fed by murder, bubbled with the tribute of the terror-stricken poor. Never was there a stranger pair of detectives than Old Doc Turner, defender of the downtrodden, and the smart black parrot on his knee.
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          DOC Turner stood in the doorway of his ancient drugstore on Morris Street and smiled a bit wanly under the bushy screen of his white mustache. The sun, sifting through the long trestle of the "El" structure, made a barred pattern on the rubbish-strewn cobbles of the slum thoroughfare. Piled oranges were vivid on a pushcart in the unaccustomed brightness. Another cart blazed with the green fire of sprinkled, fresh broccoli, and from still another mounded a scarlet strawberry hillock. Swarthy, alien faces, hatless or shawl-framed, glowed darkly with an olive inner illumination. The hucksters' raucous cries had a singing lilt, and the chaffering of the housewives was good-humored, somehow stripped today of the feverish urgency to pinch a penny here, two cents there, because pennies were so hard to earn and so very precious.




          Spring had come to Morris Street. And although the coming of spring meant that summer was not far behind, with its days of gasping, deadly heat and its deadlier nights, yet it also meant that winter—cold, dreary, racking starved bodies with the eternal hack, hack of relentless coughs, stabbing hollow chests with the twisting knives of pneumonia—was gone. For a month or two there would be only poverty to contend with, only death from hunger to stave off by ceaseless toil...




          A shadow blotched that barred pattern of shadow on the cobbled gutter, incongruous, grotesque! It swung slowly across the interlaced light and shade—and suddenly the jabber of Morris Street was a shrill scream-chorus, the myriad faces of Morris Street were masks of pallid horror, the countless fingers of Morris Street were pointing, grimy and gnarled and quivering like a forest of aspen leaves in the shimmering sunlight, at the appalling Thing that hung from the sprawling long structure of the "El. "




          It pendulumed slowly at the target-point of those terrified faces, of those pointing fingers, swinging slowly back and forth, back and forth, twisting at the end of a long rope by which it hung from a cross-tie of the trestle that till now had served only to carry the thundering "El" trains over the heads of Morris Street, but now was a grisly tree bearing the gruesome fruit of murder!




          The corpse swung there at the end of a gallows rope. But though the rope was noosed about its neck, it was not the rope that had taken the life from the lumpy, gross body. The flaccid shape was black against the trestle's black lattice, but from its slowly circling toes a slow drip rained, drop by single drop that flashed scarlet in the bright gridiron of sunbeams and splashed scarlet on the cobbles below.




          And as the foreshortened corpse twisted to present its front to Doc Turner, he saw across its abdomen the gory slash where that carmine seepage had its source.




          Turner, whirling to the telephone booth just within his drugstore door, snatching the 'phone receiver from its hook and hurling a nickel into the slot, was aware he was making a useless gesture. He had the train dispatcher's office on the wire in seconds, was snapping his incredible report to the crisp voice at the other end, overheard orders being winged to the stations at either side for the station guards to converge along the tracks. But he knew they would not trap an intruder between them on those tracks.




          The fenced sides of the trestle came too near the fire escape ladders of the tenements for the killer to be caught like that.




          As the cadaver dropped, in the instant before it had been seen, the gruesome prankster had climbed from trestle-side to firescape rung. His was, no doubt, one of those colorless, staring-eyed countenances goggling from the teeming, drab facades. His mouth was twisted as those others were with horror, while he gloated over the terror with which he had struck the Spring from the hearts of Morris Street.




          A DISTANT police-siren was a banshee's wail threading the stunned traffic when Doc reached the sidewalk again. The corpse hung dreadfully still. The first startled outcry of the slum denizens had faded to a whimpering, affrighted growl—except for one terrible scream that slashed the throbbing, garbage-odorous air.




          The paper bags she had dropped had burst about her feet, covering them with a froth of pulped vegetables, but the thin arms of the woman who screamed were lifted to that still, pendulous cadaver; their fingers clawed as if to snatch him from midair. Her mouth was a gaping orifice in the paste-white oval of her face. Her eyes, black as her streaming hair, were wells within which madness jittered as she screamed unendingly.




          Only Doc Turner dared approach her, dared speak to her.




          "Lisa," he said, his arm around the scrawny shoulders from which a tattered shawl had slid. "Lisa Valanti. Your screaming won't help Carlo. Come. Come inside my store. Let me take care of you."




          She did not stop that piercing, mindless keening; but she responded to the pressure of the old druggist's arm on her shoulder, stumbling with him across the pavement and into the ancient pharmacy whose dingy white fixtures have looked upon so many years of grief. Lisa Valanti went with the white-haired pharmacist, but as she went she kept turning, spell-bound by the suspended body of her man, so her scream, and that devastated countenance of hers, kept back the crowd that otherwise might have surged after her, and Doc had time to get the door shut, and locked, behind them.




          "Who did it?" he demanded. "Lisa. Who is Carlo's enemy?"




          She screamed, as oblivious of him as though she herself were that hanging corpse. The wail of the police car, hurtling around Hogbund Alley's corner into Morris Street, was scarcely louder than her scream.




          But it dragged the eyes of the curious away from the drugstore's glass door, and gave Doc his chance. He stepped backward—and slapped Lisa Valanti stingingly across her sallow cheek!




          The scream cut off. The black eyes focused on Turner, and the light of reason was back in them.




          "Sorry," he grated. "I had to do that, Lisa, or your hysteria would have gone straight into incurable insanity." That blow, cruelly kind, had been perhaps the most difficult act of all in his long life. "Now tell me why Carlo was killed."




          Tears spurted, tiny jets at the corners of the woman's anguished eyes, but she jerked the bony shoulders from which the shawl had fallen in a gesture of ignorance. "I dunno. Carlo good man, no hurt nobod'. I dunno why he be keel like dat."




          "Lisa!" There was distress in the pharmacist's kindly countenance, and smouldering rage. "It is I, Doc Turner, who ask you, not the police." They were all alike, the outlanders who huddled in these blocks of despair around here, in their fear of authority, in their concealment of any knowledge of the perpetrators of any outrage upon them. "You can talk to me, you know that." That was why it had so often fallen to Doc Turner to fight and defeat the wolves that preyed on these helpless poor. "Who killed Carlo, and why?"




          Even as he repeated his question, Turner knew it was futile to expect a reply. All expression drained from the women's ravaged visage, even the agony in her eyes vanished behind a screen of flinty defiance.
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