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          Synopsis




          It was an orphaned baby, of a slain mother, who sent Doc Turner out on a vengeance trail—to run down the master of a corpse factory that worked overtime to turn out alarm clocks set for murder!




          The Spider, May 1938, with "The Corpse Factory"
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          BENEATH his bushy white mustache, Andrew Turner's lips moved in a thin, weary smile that was half bitter, half self-mocking. A quarter to six—Doc was over an hour early. There had been no sleep for him that night.




          In desperation, he had risen with the first rays of the spring sun, clothed his frail old body and come down to the drugstore on Morris Street that was infinitely more home to him than the austere and lonely room that had been the other end of his orbit for far longer than he cared to recall.




          The key came out of the pocket in the bony, acid-stained fingers that had so long rolled pills, folded powders, measured meticulous drams. But Doc did not at once insert the key into its lock. Instead, he turned to scan the cobbled thoroughfare that he could remember as an earth-bedded suburban lane... and in his faded and kindly eyes was a shadow of troubled apprehension.




          There was no reason, Turner told himself, for the gnawing anxiety that had kept him staring at a blank and oppressive ceiling since midnight. Nothing was wrong—he was a doddering old fool...




          But he could not wholly convince himself that this was so.




          He was more than merely the druggist on the corner, this stooped and white-haired little man. To the poverty-stricken denizens of this wretched neighborhood he was their tutor in the bewildering ways of the strange land to which they had come with such high hopes—and where they had lost all hope. Time and again, he had fought for them against the human vultures who prey on the helpless poor; in that fighting he had gained a sixth sense that warned him, even before there was any tangible evidence of it, when some new threat hovered over his people.




          This sixth sense was now sounding its inner, inscrutable warning, telling him, insistently, that something was wrong in Morris Street... deadly wrong.




          The low sun came in under the trestle of the "El," so that, for a little while, the shadow of the stilted, gaunt structure did not yet make dim and brooding the golden light flooding the street. As yet there was no long line of pushcarts along the curb, or shouting, raucous hucksters. No shawled and jabbering housewives yet thronged the sidewalks that were still un-strewn by debris. No juggernauts of trucks scattered shrieking, grimly- faced urchins for whom the gutter was the only playground. Even the decrepit, dreary tenement facades were new-washed by the morning and seemed to hide, behind their desolate facades, a little less of human misery. Even the smells of the slum were almost covered over by the salty tang of the soft, cool breeze sighing up from the river.




          Doc Turner could almost hear that breeze rustling the elms that, in the dim long-ago, lined Morris Road. Almost, he could—A small sound—the whisper of a bare foot on sidewalk concrete swung Doc around.




          The child stood very still, looking gravely at him out of great, round eyes. She was about five, but so small for her age, that her matted brown hair reached hardly higher than the old man's knees. Unclothed, except for a cheap cotton nightgown, she clutched a lollipop tightly in one smeared fist, and, on her naked little arm and one cheek, the candy had left its red marks.




          "Good morning, Janey," Doc Turner said. "Does your mother know you came out so early?"




          "Good morning," the little girl answered him. And then, as if puzzled, "Muvver won't wake up."




          A muscle twitched in Doc's cheek. Mary Lilling, Janey's mother, never altered her daily routine—up at five-thirty, an hour to attend to her own and Janey's needs, to set the small flat to rights and fix lunch to leave on the kitchen table for the child, on her way to the factory down near the river at six-thirty. Six unvarying days a week it had been like that for almost two years since Dan Lilling had taken the flu and died.




          "Didn't the alarm clock go off?" Doc's voice was mildly inquiring, utterly without excitement.




          "Yes. It ringed an' ringed, but muvver just kep' on sleepin'." Janey's upper lip quivered a bit and the distress in her eyes deepened. "I shook her an' shook her an' she didn't wake up. Why didn't muvver wake up, mister?"




          "Suppose we go and see." Turner covered the space between them in two unhurried steps. "Come on, I'll give you a ride back." He lifted the soft, warm little body in his arms. Her silken cheek brushed the back of his hand as he did so, and some of the red smear came off on it.




          The stuff wasn't sticky, as it should be if it came from the lollipop. It felt greasy, and a little granular. Doc looked at the stain on the bare arm that clung across his chest. The red was browning a little at the edges. Only one thing would do that—blood.




          A chill prickle ran along Andrew Turner's spine.




          "I like you," Janey lisped, smuggling close. "An' muvver likes you, too. She told me so last night. She told me if anything happened to her I should go to you an' you would take care of me. She cried a little after she said that. She didn't know I knew she cried but I saw her in the looking glass. Why did she cry, mister? Why did she think something would happen to her? Why won't she wake up?"




          There was no longer any doubt about the answer to that last question.




          "Look, honey," Doc said to the child in his arms, "I've got an idea. How would you like to have breakfast with Becky and Izzy Meyer on the first floor in your house? Don't you think that would be fun?"




          "Oh—yes!"




          THERE was barely enough light in the hall of the tenement into which Doc carried Janey Lilling for him to make out the fly-specked sign, Tailor, on the paint-less door at which he rapped. A sudden jabber of shrill voices rose within, and then the flop-flop of backless slippers was distinct through the thin wood.




          "Ai!" Sarah Meyer exclaimed. She pulled a dingy wrapper closer over the deep pillows of her breasts. "Vot ees?"




          "Janey's going to have breakfast with you, Mrs. Meyer," Turner said. "Her mother wants to sleep late this morning and Janey's hungry. She isn't even washed." He pointed with his free hand to the red on the child's arm, and then laid a warning finger across his lips.




          The woman's pupils dilated, but her, "Ain't dot nice!" was hearty. "Come Jenny." Sarah took the little girl from him, nodding vigorously.




          Two overalled laborers clumped past on the uncarpeted stairs, their lunch pails rattling against the broken rods of the balustrade. A pinpoint gas jet still burned on the second landing, making a grimy yellow dusk there, and the air was thick with the peculiar mustiness of poverty. One of the doors at the rear of the landing was ajar by an inch or two, the door Doc Turner knew to be Mary Lilling's.




          DOC did not knock. He entered a threadbare but immaculate kitchen. There was a coffee pot on the stove. The unpainted table in the center of the room was covered by a square of gay-colored linoleum and it was set for breakfast. All this must have been done last night, to save time, because there was no food on the table and nothing had been disturbed.




          There was another door in the wall opposite Doc. It was open and he could see Janey's little crib through it. He got to that door, went through it, and saw the iron bed on which Janey's mother lay.




          The golden morning light came through the single window and lay across the bed, and the light was barred with the shadow of the fire-escape outside. The shadow bars curved over the worn, patched sheets and it seemed to be these which held, so motionless, the thin form over which the sheets were molded.




          A hand lay lax atop the sheets. It was a slim hand, its long fingers sensitive, but its skin reddened and the fingertips cruelly calloused. Bobbed hair was startlingly black against the whiteness of the pillow and the paleness of Mary Lilling's face. That face was sunken-cheeked, sharp-featured because the food that should have built up flesh to soften it had gone to little Janey, instead. The eyes were closed as if in peaceful sleep.




          But there was nothing peaceful about the red-brown splotch where the woman's corded neck joined a pathetically bony chest—or the wound from whose bluing lips the blood, that had clotted into that splotch, had seeped.




          Mary's flesh, still young and firm, almost closed the slit in it—there had been very little external bleeding. But Doc Turner did not need to lift a flaccid wrist and press fingertips on it, to know that Mary Lilling would never wake from her sleep. At first glance he saw that the wound ranged downward into a tired heart and had instantly brought it rest.




          The old man's seamed face was expressionless; the bleakness about his eyes gave them a dark, dangerous light.




          He released the pulse-less wrist. In dropping, it shifted a fold of the sheet Janey had rumpled in her fruitless efforts to arouse her mother... just enough to expose the corner of a paper that till now had been hidden.




          With the end of his gnarled forefinger, Doc moved the sheet a little more. Now he could see what was on the paper. There was no writing, only a penciled design—a circle within which a clenched fist had been crudely drawn.




          Someone gasped behind Doc.




          The pharmacist whirled.




          A young woman was in the doorway, garbed for the street. Her dilated pupils were like lumps of coke in a face shaped from unbaked dough. The back of her right hand was caught to her mouth, and every line of the scrawny, ill-dressed body was taut with terror.




          Her staring look was not fixed on Mary Lilling's face but the paper Doc had just uncovered.




          "It's them!" a whisper hissed from the woman. "I told her if she shot her mout' off..." She checked, as if aware for the first time of Doc. The pocketbook in her left hand came up as if to fend him away as he approached her.




          "Who did it, Rosa?" The old druggist was in front of her, his hand on her arm. "Who killed Mary and left that mark on her?"




          Rosa Liscio's hand dropped away from her mouth. Abruptly her eyes were veiled. "I—I don't know what you mean," she mumbled. "How should I know who done it?"




          Doc's jaw hardened. So it was going to be that way! Rosa knew something about this but she would not tell him. That was the way these people were. They came from many different countries, but had one trait in common. Centuries of oppression, venal officialdom and spies and traitors, had taught them to keep their own counsel, no matter how threatened or exploited. But sometimes if they were frightened...




          "All right," Doc barked. "That means you're mixed up in it. The cops will get it out of you with their clubs, when I tell them how I found you here—"




          "No!" Rosa shrilled. "No, you didn't find me here. I come for Mary to go to work like always. The door open and I walk in. You were here first and I—"




          A heavy pounding drowned the end of her sentence. "Open up," a hoarse voice demanded. "It's the law!"




          "The cops!" Rosa exclaimed, whirling away from Doc and darting across the kitchen. "I'll close the door." By the time the old druggist came up with her, she was twisting the knob of the flat door, flinging it open.
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