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Synopsis






          "Dead witnesses never testify!" Doc Turner knew that racket rule—and when a tommy-gun burned Sutro down beside Doc's counter, he saw sudden death looming for Molly Nolan and himself...




          The Spider, March 1937, with "Killer's Stooge"
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          THE man popped suddenly into the drugstore, whirled as he closed the door, and peered through it as if to make sure no one followed him.




          He didn't belong on Morris Street. His hat was a high-priced fedora. His suit, too gaudy in pattern for good taste, was yet unmistakably the product of a custom tailor. The price of the diamond horseshoe in his vivid-hued tie would have fed half the slum neighborhood for a month.




          When he turned, his hand coming away from under his coat lapel, his flabby face was the color of unbaked dough. In his pouch-pocketed eyes there was a curious combination of shrewdness and cruelty and livid fear.




          "Good afternoon," Andrew Turner said, his gnarled hand replacing a bottle of Rhubarb and Soda someone had disturbed from the display on the sales counter. "What can I do for you?"




          "Two tubes of Triple Bromide Tablets." The thin, straight lips scarcely moved. "The big size." Slender fingers, too white and too carefully manicured, threw a five-dollar bill on the counter top. Those fingers were shaking with the palsy of nerves keyed to the point of hysteria.




          "Two tubes!" Doc exclaimed. "That's forty tabloids. You..."




          "Yeah. I know it's forty and that's what I want. There ain't no law against selling them, is there?"




          "No. But..."




          "Then hand them out." A pair of white spots appeared at the corners of the man's hawk-like nose, symbols of unreasoning rage kept under control only by tremendous effort. "And step on it. I'm in a rush."




          "All right," the old druggist shrugged. "It's your funeral." He turned away and shambled through the grime-stiffened curtain in the partition doorway to the pharmacy's backroom, moved wearily to the shelf where the called-for medicament was stored.




          If the fellow had been one of those in whose service Doc had grown white-haired and old and feeble-seeming, he would not so readily have given in. He would have explained that bromides, while not a narcotic, are almost equally as habit-forming and, taken in large doses, almost as dangerous. He would have tried to find out the cause of his customer's terror, not from curiosity but in order to help him fight it, as through more years than he cared to recall he had helped the poverty-stricken, friendless denizens of Morris Street fight so many perils. But this was a stranger, and he looked perfectly capable of fighting his own battles.




          Turner sighed wearily, reached down two long, narrow blue boxes. The hinges of the front door squealed as someone opened it. Raucous shouts of pushcart peddlers came back to him, the pounding roar of an "El" train, and the sound of a small boy's stick drawn rapidly along a picket fence.




          There was no picket fence on Morris Street, had been none for decades. And the sound was too loud. It was in the store, a crashing, venomous rattle!




          Doc whirled. The vicious rat-atat-tat was cut off by door-slam as his frail form tangled with the doorway curtain. He got free of it, threw himself out between the end of the sales counter and a show case, darted toward the front...




          Through the entrance door's glass panel he saw a black-coated figure leap from the curb into the dark interior of a sedan that was already moving. The car bounded into flight, slewed around the corner and vanished.




          Turner's hand was on the door latch, but he did not use it. He turned, his seamed face bleak, his bushy white mustache quivering a bit.




          The front of the sales counter was splintered in a long strip that angled downward at about its middle. The bright yellow shreds of raw wood made a dotted line like that in one of those action cartoons that have replaced the "Funnies" in the back pages of the newspapers, and it led Doc's faded blue gaze to a heap huddled on the floor.




          The heap was very still. It was splotched with scarlet, and a scarlet pool grew slowly around it. Eyes stared out of the huddle, eyes that were no longer shrewd nor cruel. Sightless eyes that death had already glazed, to cover the fear of death that had dilated their pupils.




          Someone moaned, alongside Doc. His head moved to discover the source of the low sound and he saw the girl in one of the two telephone booths that stood at right angles to the door.




          She cowered back in it as far as she could get. The back wall had shoved her cheap straw hat over her forehead so that a pink-dyed cloth flower hobbled crazily against her nose. The back of one hand was against her mouth and its work-reddened fingers were working inanely, like the spring-wire fingers of a mechanical toy. The other hand still held the phone receiver against her ear. Her figure was thin, starved looking and her dress, while clean and neat, was threadbare, patched.




          "It's all right, Molly," Doc said. "They've gone."




          The door jolted against his back, and he knew without turning to look that curious countenances were pressed against the glass, trying to peer in past him, trying to see what was happening in here. He heard excited voices; shrill, foreign; and the high-pitched, breathless scream of a police whistle.




          "I saw his face." Molly Nolan's speech was strangled, thick, behind her hand. "His collar was turned up but it come away w'en he pulled the tommy-gun out from unner his coat an' I saw it. There wuz a scar cut his lip in half an'..."




          "Open up, Doc," a gruff voice shouted, behind him. "Lemme in."




          The druggist glimpsed brass buttons gleaming on blue uniform cloth. "Don't tell that to the cops, Molly," he whispered urgently, "till I say when and how. You had your back to the booth door, and you saw nothing." Then he had completed his turn and was letting the officer in.




          There was a momentary struggle to keep the shoving, morbid crowd from pouring in after him. The two men got the door closed on them, locked it.




          "They said you was... Gees! What a mess!"




          The policeman hammered thick-soled shoes on the floor, going toward that which lay at the rear of the store. "But I got ter tell about it," the girl whimpered from within the booth. "It wuz murder an' I saw..."




          "I don't care what you saw." Keeping his tone low, Doc watched the cop bend to the corpse, his whole attention riveted on it. "Talk now and they'll lock you up as a material witness for the Lord alone knows how long. That will mean the Society shelter for Jimmy." Familiar with Molly Nolan's affairs as with the life of most of Morris Street, he knew the eighteen year old girl was mother and father to her small brother, caring for him by dint of long hours finishing vests in the single poor room they called home. "You wouldn't want that, would you?"




          "No," Molly moaned. "The Saints forbid." She had straightened her hat. Brown-haired, gray-eyed, she would be pretty with a little padding of flesh over her bones, with a little color in her pallid cheeks.




          "Then do exactly what I say." If the killer was caught and it came to a question of identification Doc would have to let the girl give her testimony. Till then she was safer, far safer, keeping silent.




          "There isn't any need to call an ambulance, Carter." The policeman was straightening, was turning, his hand in his change pocket, his eyes going to the booths to tip-off his purpose. "The man's dead."




          "Yeah," Carter grunted, getting into motion. "Deader'n Judas. It's Headquarters I'm callin'. An' maybe it ain't good news I've got fer Cap Jansen uh th' Gangster Squad. Yuh know who that is, Doc?" He paused at the booth, jerked a thick thumb at the dead man.




          "Can't say I do."




          "It's Friday Sutro, king uh the fish truck racket. Last Easter he give fifty grand to St. Michael's Cathedral, sort uh divvyin' wid th' Church five per cent uh what the good Catholics paid him every time they et fish. Guess it'll be Split-Lip Meyer'll be givin' out this Easter."




          "Split-Lip..."




          "Sure. Meyer's been tryin' uh long time ter crash Friday's racket an' he's worked it now. Sutro must uh seen this comin' an' wuz on the lam, but he didn't lam fast enough. Well," he sighed, "It only means we got ter get on Split-Lip's tail now. If it ain't one it's another." He went into the vacant booth, pinged a nickle into the slot, pulled the door around in its groove as he started to give his badge number to the operator to get a free call.
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