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Synopsis






          To Morris Street it was a bus accident, but to Doc Turner, grey old champion of the toiling poor, the death of Mamie Lissano was cold-blooded, calculated murder. He had just one chance to beat the killer—by offering himself as a target for the garrote of greed...
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          IT happened abruptly and without warning of any kind. One moment, late that summer Saturday afternoon, Morris Street was the usual tumultuous, tawdry artery of a slum neighborhood. An instant later the raucous cries of its pushcart peddlers, the polyglot chatter of its shifting, alien throngs, were overwhelmed by the crash of splintering wood, the shriek of tortured metal and screams shrill with terror and sudden agony.




          There had been a twinkle in Andrew Turner's faded old eyes, a smile on the thin lips under his bushy white mustache, when the roar of the crowded bus's motor and the happy songs of its occupants had reached him. At the door of his ancient drugstore for a breath of air, he had heard an outburst of cheers and singing, had seen the crowded vehicle surging toward him under the sprawling "El", had made out the scarlet letters emblazoning a white banner that fluttered:




          EMPLOYEES OF SUPERCLEAN




          LAUNDRY ANNUAL OUTING




          "They're tired and sweating from the long ride, Jack," he said to the barrel-chested, carrot-topped youth who had come to the pharmacy entrance with him, "but those girls have had a grand day on the beach. They've bathed in water still tingling with the tang of the open sea. They've picnicked on white sand in the sun and they've breathed air untainted by the rancid smell of unwashed clothing or the acrid sting of bleaching compounds. They've..."




          "Look!" Jack Ransom exclaimed, interrupting. "That right front wheel. It's...!"




          He didn't finish. He didn't have to finish. The huge wheel fairly leaped away from its hub, crashed into the foundation of an "El" pillar, rebounded. The axle end that it deserted instantly pounded the cobbles, whitened a long furrow, its steel end fraying. The pillar smashed the careening bus side, smashed the human bodies behind it. Window glass shattered into a myriad, pointed, gleaming stiletto points gashing human flesh.




          Jack and Doc Turner were perhaps the only ones to see exactly what occurred. But all Morris Street saw the broken-backed bus sinking against the undisturbed steel column in a spray of its own splinters.




          As if the catastrophe were a magnet and they were scattered steel filings, all the swart, alien denizens of Morris Street leaped at once into motion toward that common point, shouting in a dozen strange languages, screaming in response to the horrid cacophony of screams, of high-pitched yells wrung by terror and torture out of the inchoate jumble there in the shadow of the "El".




          In the mad rush a vegetable cart was overturned, its load pouring across the gutter. The pallid white of celery, the vivid scarlet of radishes flashed against the damp-black cobbles and were trampled at once into pulped garbage. But more pallidly white were the frantic faces screaming from the jagged windows of the smashed bus; the arms writhing out of those serrated openings; the fingers clutching at the shattered sills; and more vividly crimson too, with spurting blood.




          "The door's against that pillar," Doc gasped, his slender, frail-seeming form darting ahead of the converging mob. "They can't get out."




          "They—Look!" Jack, pounding alongside of him, flung out a hand in horror, pointing to the rear of the bus, to tiny blue flowers blossoming there in the dimness; wee flowers that flickered and danced. "The gas tank's ripped! It's caught fire!" His heels dug into the stones, braking his impetuous rush.




          "Ai!" a woman shrilled. "Loog oudt!" someone shouted. "Kip beck, kip avay," another panic-stricken yell roared, "eet's goink to explode."




          As if that explosion already blasted them, the crowd's motion reversed. Frenzied, fleeing bodies hurtled away from those dancing, ominous small flames, leaving the bus's penned-in occupants to the inescapable holocaust, seeking safety only for themselves. In an eye-blink of time there was a cleared, empty space around the wreck...




          NOT entirely empty! A single frail, white-maned form still darted across the cobbles, old legs blurred by the swiftness of their scissoring. "Doc!" Jack Ransom shouted, aghast. "Doc!" His big hand snatched for Turner's shoulder, missed. "You'll be killed!"




          Doc reached the rear of the bus. His age-gnarled hands sliced along the crack at the top of the gas-tank whence that shimmer of blue jetted, sliced along the rift, and scooped the flames from it. They were gone. There would be no explosion on Morris Street to spray the girls of the Superclean Laundry with a fiery death.




          A moment of gasping silence, while the dull-minded crowds slowly grasped the fact that once more the old pharmacist had dared greatly for the poor he had served so many long and weary years, and greatly had won. Then the cheers burst forth, filling the dreary gut of Morris Street, roaring against the drab, streaked fronts of its tenements. The shouters poured again out of the store doors, out of the high-stooped vestibules where they had taken shelter.




          "Gosh, Doc!" Jack Ransom exclaimed, reaching his aged friend just too late to aid him. "Gee whiz, Doc!" His freckled face was working, inarticulate to word his thoughts.




          "Get the men organized to lift the bus away from the pillar," Turner snapped. "Get the girls out and into my store. I want..." He checked as the forefront of the inrushing hundreds came within hearing. He twisted and was running along the far side of the bus.




          "All right, everybody," Jack shouted. "Hands on the chassis, both sides. When I give the word, everybody lift all together, and lift her away from the column."




          They sprang to obey him; overalled and sweaty shirted shoulders leaning against the shattered bus-sides in solid lines, labor-roughened, toil-grimed hard hands closing on the iron underpinning of the broken vehicle.




          "Ready," Jack bawled above the crowd-roar, above the anguished screaming, his eyes following Doc Turner. "When I count three." Where the white furrow started that gashed the gutter-cobbles, Doc was bending to pick something up. "One." The crowd came in and the red-headed youth could see him no longer. "Two!" What on earth was he up to? "Three!"




          Andrew Turner heard fifty men grunt in unison, heard the rubbing of broken wood on wood, the tinkle of glass loosened and falling to the stones as fifty men's strength lifted that bus and moved it just enough to free the blocked door. But he was staring at a scrap of metal in his acid-stained fingers, his tired blue eyes narrowing, his seamed face bleak, expressionless.




          "All right," Jack shouted. "We can get them out now."




          The crowd surged against Doc, jostling him. An elbow jolted his chin, jolted his head back. The thing he held was snatched from his grasp!




          There was a flurry in the milling mob, as of some one pushing through it. "Hold him!" Doc yelled. "Don't let him get away!" He pushed frantically at the rank-smelling forms crushed close about him, shoved an ineffectual shoulder against them. "Hold him!"




          "Who'ja mean, Doc?" a pimple-faced youth asked. "Bejabers, we'll howld him fer yuh," someone else called, "but who is ut?"




          "Never mind," the druggist said wearily. "It's too late." No one had seen what had happened, all minds had been intent on the bus and its moaning occupants. He had not seen who it was that had snatched the grease-smeared bolt from him, and now there was no way of determining who it had been.




          But he was certain of what he had seen. The bolt had been the cotter-pin holding the wheel in place. Its fracturing had permitted the wheel to spin loose from its axle, had smashed the bus against the "El" pillar.




          Only a quarter of the bolt's diameter had broken. The rest, three-quarters of the pin's thickness, had been filed through! The metal had been still shining with newness!




          None except Jack's and Doc Turner's eyes had seen all that occurred. Only Doc Turner's eyes, faded-blue with age, tired with long deciphering of physician's crabbedly written prescriptions, had been keen enough to see the cotter-pin pop from the axle the instant before the accident, and to catch the glint of filed metal as it fell.




          There was room for no doubt. The wreck was no accident. It had been caused with deliberate, malicious intent! But now there was no proof of it. The one bit of evidence, the one possible clue to the perpetrator, had been stolen from him.




          THEY had left one of the girls in the bus. Mamie Lissano that was, the sole support of a widowed mother. There was no need to carry her out. Her jugular had been cut, and her windpipe: and she had wheezed to death long before the rescuers came to her.




          Four others were laid out on the floor of the old pharmacy that had been here since Morris Street was a suburban lane. The rest, a dozen or more, sat with hand-buried heads in chairs hastily brought; or leaned against showcases, their faces pallid and soot-spotted by eyes still staring at horror, their pitiful finery torn and smeared and blood-spattered.




          Jennie Moriarity fumbled at her hair with fingers that still shook. Jennie was trembling with fright, but the white-coated ambulance interne who knelt beside Sadie Schmaltz was young and good-looking and Jennie wasn't too scared to be on the make.




          Rebecca Goldblatt sat in a chair, her voluptuous-bosomed figure stiffly upright, and screamed unendingly though there wasn't a scratch on her. There was blood on her, soaking the front of her dress, but it was blood that had spurted from Mamie Lissano's slashed neck. Mamie, Rebecca's best friend, had sat next to the window with Rebecca alongside her.




          Rebecca's incessant scream wasn't the only sound Doc Turner heard as his gnarled old hands worked swiftly and surely, swabbing torn flesh with antiseptic, bandaging gashed arms, patching a lacerated arm with adhesive. One of the girls on the floor was moaning. Another, Gorya Wishnewski, babbled, over and over, "Mamushka, oh Mamushka. Mamushka." There were other moans, groans, and the sound of soft weeping. Through the closed door came the mutter of the crowd, the wail of mothers frantic with anxiety and kept by sweating, gruffly abusive cops from crowding in to find out how their Sarahs or Sonyas or Ruths had fared.
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