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Synopsis






          It was a strange vigil that Doc Turner kept—a fiendish funeral set for the witching hour. But Doc's business was saving people, not burying them—and he acted fast to thwart the world's most inhuman mortician!
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          THERE was tragedy in the face of the young woman—fear in her eyes and also a stark courage that overrode fear. But what had first drawn Doc Turner's attention to her was the almost grotesque incongruity of her attire and mien here on Morris Street.




          For nearly an hour she had been standing at the front of his ancient pharmacy, her back against a corner of the telephone booth. In all that time she had hardly moved at all, her slim body rigid, her gloved hands clutching a black suede pocketbook, with a strange fierceness.




          Out there on Morris Street, naked electric bulbs made vivid with their garish blaze the scarlet and emerald and gold of fruits and vegetables piled high on pushcarts. Swarthy, sweatered hucksters raucously shouted their wares; shawled housewives pinched pulp and bargained; tattered urchins hawked market bags and shoelaces and dirty-wrappered candies, and unshaven, collarless laborers shuffled wearily, burly shoulders stooped under their burden of unending, hopeless toil.




          Within Doc's store were a bare wooden floor rutted by the traffic of long years, dingy showcases, sagging shelves—a frail old druggist whose hair and bushy mustache were silken white, blue eyes faded, skin dry and almost transparent over fleshless bones. Utterly out of place in these surroundings was this woman of about thirty, sleek in a cloak of the finest broadcloth, her small feet sheathed in lustrous leather artfully molded, around her graceful throat a stole of silver fox fur, thick, soft and lustrous.




          Her features were clean-cut and tiny—perfect as a chiseled cameo. Glowing, tawny hair peeped from beneath the edge of a modish hat whose price would probably have fed a Morris Street family for a month. Doc, fumbling with some pyramided boxes on the sales counter at the rear of the store peered covertly at her. What was she doing here? For what was she waiting?




          Despite the tensity of terror that gripped her, something in the way she held herself spoke of the habit of command, of the habit of being served and protected from harshness. There was about her an aura of warm, dim lights, of soft music, of costly perfumes. Therefore it was all the more puzzling that, in her cheeks' downy velvet, a tiny muscle now twitched endlessly, and her little head was thrown back stiffly erect in an attitude of desperate defiance...




          A phone bell shrilled! The woman's red lips gaped as though she were about to scream, but instantly she spun around and dived into the booth. The knifing trill cut off with the rattle of the receiver being snatched from its hook.




          "Yes?" Her voice had an oddly penetrating quality that brought it to Doc, clear and distinct above the brawl outside. "Yes, this is the Payer." Her arm reached out of the booth. Her gloved hand took hold of its door handle, and the door rumbled shut.




          A strange thing to say, the old pharmacist thought, his acid-stained fingers drumming the counter edge. It wasn't her name. She had said the Payer. That sounded like a password, to assure the caller that it was she and no one else who responded to the ring on that public 'phone.




          But why shouldn't she give her name, here where no one could possibly know her? Her first name, at least... It was no intrigue that had brought her here to await that call. No woman would come to a tryst with fear in her eyes. No lover would need a countersign to identify his sweetheart's voice. Whatever her business was, it was none of Doc's! She wasn't one of the people of Morris Street to whom he was cicerone and friend, for whom he so often had fought the mean and vicious criminals who prey on the helpless poor. If she needed help, she could purchase it....




          SHE was coming out of the booth. She hesitated, turned to Doc, came toward him, grayness under her artfully applied rouge, her under lip caught by white teeth. She reached the counter.




          "Please—" her voice was low, husky—"can you direct me to Potato Alley?"




          "I can, Miss." Good Lord! Potato Alley was a narrow passage running behind the water-front warehouses. Its shanties were infested by hoboes, cutthroats, the dregs of humanity. "But I hope you don't intend to go there." It was a refuge of riffraff, avoided by all decent people, avoided even by the police. "Not alone. Not all dressed up like that."




          "Why not?" she asked.




          "They'd cut your throat there for the fur that's around it," Doc told her. "You'd be safer in the jungle."




          Her eyes widened, fear a black flame in their depths, but there was quiet, unalterable determination in her response. "Nevertheless, I must go there. Where...?"




          "Myra!" a man's exclamation cut across her sentence. "Myra!"




          She spun around. "Jim!" He was tall, powerfully built, but grey showed under his black Homburg at the temples, and there was a faint tracery of wrinkles on his big-boned, rock-jawed face. "Jim!" she cried, going across the floor to him. "Where did you drop from? I thought you were in St. Louis." Her fingers gripped the lapels of his dark Chesterfield coat. "Oh, Jim, I'm so glad you're back!" In her tone there was no longer any hint of the fear that had gripped her.




          "The negotiations in St. Louis took only half the time I'd expected. I didn't wire that I was coming home, hoping to surprise my little wife." His hands, strong and capable, were cupped under Myra's elbows, and his deep-set grey eyes devoured her hungrily. "I discover that she's gone gallivanting." His smile was a bit shamefaced. "I couldn't wait—I went hunting for you."




          "Jim!" The way she said the name made it a caress. "You really didn't think you'd find me in the hall sewing shirts for you, like Ulysses found his Penelope." Her laugh was a silvery tinkle. "But how ever did you manage to find me?"




          "I phoned the garage and George was back," he said. "He told me that he'd driven you to the Morris Street Settlement House, that you'd ordered him to pick you up there at midnight. When I got to that place they didn't know you by name. But I described you and some dirty-faced brats remembered that you'd been there a while and had gone out. You weren't exactly inconspicuous in that mob of foreigners out there, you know—so a very little questioning enabled me to trace you here."




          "You're marvelous, Jim! You should be a detective—"




          "I need to be, trying to keep track of you," he said. "I didn't know you were interested in settlement work."




          "Oh, Laura Anders told me how thrilling it was, and I thought I'd look into it while you were away. Jim! The very first thing, I heard about a family that's simply starving and too proud to go on relief or take charity. When I said I wanted to do something for them, somebody said this nice old druggist might have an idea how I could help. So I came down here to talk to him, and he's promised to help me. You did—" she twisted around to Doc Turner—"didn't you?" Abruptly there was agonized appeal in her eyes. "You'll take care of it for me, won't you? Promise?"




          "Yes," Doc said. "I promise." It would not have been Doc if he had not responded to that desperate plea, though in the next moment he was berating himself for an old fool.




          "Oh, thank you," Myra gasped. "And you won't give away our little secret, will you? My life will be simply ruined if you do." It sounded like the extravagant chatter of a feather-brained socialite, but the old druggist knew it was meant in deadly earnest. "I'm sure I can trust you. Oh—I'm being terribly rude, aren't I? This is my husband, Mr. Turner. Jim Mowrie."




          Jim Mowrie. James Wellington Mowrie! That name was known to every reader of the newspapers. He was a financial tycoon, and—Doc recalled the flip comment in the gossip columns—about a year ago he had wed an actress fifteen years his junior.




          "It's a pleasure to meet you, sir," said Doc. "Your wife and I have had a long and interesting talk about the problems of my people."




          Myra Mowrie was an actress. That explained how she had been able so swiftly to mask the emotion that shook her, how she had been able to lie so glibly, so deftly to convey her hidden appeal for Doc's aid and his silence.




          "Suppose you two let me in on what this is all about," Mowrie was saying. "I'd like to—"




          "No, Jim," Myra cut in sharply. "You have your own charities, let me have this one for myself. Come on. Let's go somewhere and celebrate. Let's go to the Ritz-Plaza. I hear that Davin Fitch has a wonderful new routine of naughty ballads." She was tugging at his arm, and he was going out of the store with her. "Good-night, Mr. Turner," she said over the silver-speckled black of her fur. "I trust you. I'll call you soon, to hear what you've done."




          And then the door had closed behind them, and Doc was muttering. "What I've done! What am I supposed to do for you? How do you expect me to know?" His hand made a little gesture of exasperation—and touched something soft and bulky on the counter, something that had not been there before.
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