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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles
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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
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  PART ONE




  The Wilson Story




  by John Miles Ansell




  

    

      

        “Buried truth is ever in conflict with its dark surroundings. In its restless movement toward the light, it causes ferment and revolution in the social environment,

        and neuroticism and disease in the individual.”


      



      MY LIFE IS TRUTH




      Noble Barclay




    


  




  CAPTAIN RIORDAN told me the Wilson Story in September. We were sitting behind a bottle of Canadian rye in a Third Avenue bar. He

  drank and I paid. I considered this a good investment because Riordan’s stories were always better when he was mellow.




  I had recently become editor of Truth and Crime, and was still new enough to believe I could improve the magazine. Truth and Crime was just another of the fact detective

  magazines, filled with hashed-over newspaper stuff and old police-blotter cases, served up with sensational titles and pious crime-does-not-pay endings. The Wilson story had no ending, so I decided

  to use it as an Unsolved Mystery of the Month.




  Instead of assigning it to a staff writer, I handled it myself. Although I had to use the Truth and Crime formula, I felt that I had written it so that an intelligent reader might find

  something more in it than the conventional mystery. I saw it as a bit of Americana, a comment on a curious phase of our national culture.




  On Thursday morning, November 22nd, 1945, I was sitting in my private office in the Editorial Department of Barclay-Truth Publications. It was my first private office and I was still new enough

  to enjoy seeing my name and the title, Editor, in gold letters on the door.




  I was feeling good that morning. Righteous. Our February issue was to go to press that day, and all but one story had been sent via the Production Department to the printers. The January and

  December issues had gone to press under my authority, but they had been filled with old stuff, stories ordered by my predecessor and not to my taste. The February issue was my own job, the first

  all-Ansell number, and I felt like a proud papa putting his first-born to bed.




  The telephone rang.




  “The Production Department,” Miss Kaufman said. “They want to know why your Unsolved Mystery hasn’t come through.”




  I took the phone. “Look,” I shouted. “What are you worrying about? You’ve got everything except the Unsolved Mystery and I’m expecting to get the okay on it any

  minute now.”




  There was a rumble at the other end of the wire.




  “Don’t blame me,” I said. “I sent that script through three weeks ago. It’s in Barclay’s office now, and as far as I know he’s using it for toilet

  paper.”




  The rumble at the other end of the wire grew ominous.




  “Look,” I demanded, “can I help it if Mr. B. holds up the works? He’s boss here, he made the rules, he knows when we go to press. Look,” I continued as the rumbles

  grew louder, “here’s my secretary. She’s just come back from Barclay’s office. What did they tell you about the Unsolved Mystery, Miss Kaufman?”




  Miss Kaufman who had not been near Mr. Barclay’s office, merely raised her bushy eyebrows.




  “Good news!” I shouted into the phone as the end of the wire became ominous. “Mr. Barclay’s secretary told her he hadn’t had time to get to the script until this

  morning, but he’s just finished reading it and he’s crazy about the yarn. I’ll have his okay any minute now, and I’ll get it to you pronto. How’s that?”




  Just then an office boy came in and dropped into my “In Basket” an envelope decorated with red stickers which meant Rush and yellow stickers which meant Scheduled for

  Current.




  “Just keep your pants on,” I told the rumbles. “The script’s here now. We’ll send it right over.”




  Miss Kaufman had opened the envelope. She grabbed the telephone. “Mr. Ansell will call back in a few minutes,” she told the Production Department. Then she handed me the manuscript.

  Attached to its upper right-hand corner was a green sticker. Green stickers meant Rejected.




  “What the hell!” I said. “They can’t turn down this story.”




  “But they did,” said Miss Kaufman and handed me a memorandum typed on blue paper. It read:




  

    

	

      Memorandum




      From the office of:   EDWARD EVERETT MUNN




      To:                            JOHN

      MILES ANSELL




      Date:                      11/22/45




      Ref.: Ms. 1028-TaC




      In accordance with our editorial policy, cannot allow publication of above Ms. Have read myself and called attention of Mr. Barclay to such objections as would offend

      readers. Would suggest you substitute material discussed in conferences, Dot King or Elwell cases, more nationally known and of wider interest. Hope this does not seriously interfere with your

      schedule.




      E. E. Munn




      Enclosure: Memo to N.B.


    




  




  “Hope it doesn’t seriously interfere with our schedule. That son of a bitch,” I said. “He’s been holding it in his office until the last minute so

  he can put me on the spot.”




  “What are you going to do about an Unsolved Murder?” asked Miss Kaufman.




  “The Elwell case! Dot King! As if every true crime magazine in the country hadn’t reprinted them a dozen times. I’m going to tell Edward Everett Munn . . . ”




  “Don’t shout so, Mr. Ansell. They can hear you all over the office.”




  “What do I care? Let’s give the stooges and spies something to report. I know when I’ve got a good story and I don’t intend to have it sabotaged by a cretin who ought to

  be collecting garbage. . . .”




  “Please, Mr. Ansell.”




  “Yes, yes, I know they’re listening. I hope there are no garbage collectors around because I don’t want to insult their trade. Garbage collectors are good honest efficient men

  and I’m sure they’d never let E. E. Munn into their union. Do you know the real unsolved mystery, Miss Kaufman? How he ever got the job of Supervising Editor and how he manages to hang

  on to it. Solve that and you’ll win the love of all those who slave in this jute mill.”




  Our private offices were private in name alone. They were divided from each other and from the General Office by frosted glass partitions that stopped three feet short of the ceiling. Loyal

  employees said that this was a health measure, allowing free circulation of air, but cynics hinted of espionage. The older Barclay editorial workers were a discontented lot.




  “Before you shoot off your mouth about what’s wrong with other people,” Miss Kaufman remarked, “maybe you’d better find out why they’ve turned your precious

  story down.”




  She handed me a carbon copy of the memo that Edward Everett Munn had sent the publisher. I tried to read it, but I was angry and the lines seemed to blur. I took off my glasses and looked around

  for something to wipe them with. As usual my handkerchief had disappeared. Miss Kaufman found a square of pink cotton and wiped my glasses.




  “Thanks,” I said gruffly.




  “Read it,” commanded my secretary.




  

    

	 

      Memorandum




      From the office of:   EDWARD EVERETT MUNN




      To:                            NOBLE

      BARCLAY




      Date:                        11/22/45




          Ref.: Ms. 1028 TaC




      In order that we have on record our objections to above Ms.—Unsolved Mystery, Feb. ’46—I herewith submit the following reasons why said Ms. is unfit for publication:




      

        

          1. The crime is unknown. Has it not been definitely decided in conference that the chief sales feature of the Unsolved Mystery is popular knowledge of the featured

          crime?




          2. Satirical tone of article. It is not the object of Barclay-Truth Publications to point out the ironies of life, nor to assume a derogatory tone toward matters which our

          readers do not see in the same light as so-called sophisticates. This is not the New Yorker. Our readers are serious-minded, thinking men and women.




          3. Frivolous attitude toward alcoholic beverages. Editors should be conversant with our policy in this matter.




          4. Facetious remarks about correspondence schools. The writer evidently forgets that many of our best friends and oldest advertisers are reputable institutions of this

          nature. Is it not in bad taste as well as financially unsound to criticise a large group of advertisers?


        


      




      Inasmuch as the above embodies several angles of destructive criticism, we have offered constructive advice in the attached memo to the editor.




      E. E. Munn




      Enclosure: Memo to John Miles Ansell


    


  
 




  I crushed the memo into a ball and aimed it at the wastebasket.




  Miss Kaufman fished it out. “For our files,” she said.




  “You don’t think I’m going to take that hogwash seriously?”




  “What can you do?”




  “For once in the history of Truth Publications, Miss Kaufman, an editor is going to fight for his magazine.”




  “But your job, Mr. Ansell.”




  “Think I’m afraid?”




  “What about the forty a week you send your mother?” asked Miss Kaufman. Then she smiled and added, “You’d better comb your hair, Mr. Ansell. And straighten your

  tie.”




  I whirled around. I embraced her. She was on the wrong side of forty and her breasts would have been a bumper crop in any harvest. “Kaufman, old girl, you’re tops.” I kissed

  her full on the mouth.




  “None of that. I’m a respectable married woman.”




  I combed my hair, straightened my tie and took off my glasses. “Good or bad, that story’s going into the February issue. I’m fighting to the finish.”




  She handed me the crumpled memo. “Take this along. Don’t ever try to rely on your memory, not around here. Well, good luck, little David.”




  “Don’t you worry, I’ve got my slingshot with me.”




  Typewriters stopped as I crossed the general office. Everyone who had listened while I shouted my opinions of Munn watched as I opened his door. I held my head high, thrust out

  my chin, stood straight so I’d seem taller. This time, I told myself, Ansell triumphs. Come back with your shield or on it. People have always liked you, John Miles Ansell. You’ve never

  had to speak French nor play the piano, and everyone hates Edward Everett Munn, that is, everyone who is young and healthy and intelligent and right.




  “Good morning, Mr. Ansell. Would you like to see Mr. Munn?” his secretary asked.




  “No, dear, I’ve come to ask your hand in marriage. Will you make me the happiest man on earth?”




  Pale lips tightened. Munn’s secretary never laughed at my jokes. She was anaemic and not very bright. People said she was Barclay’s third cousin. The editorial department was a

  garden of nepotism. Poor relations blossomed all over the place.




  “Mr. Munn is tied up now. He’ll be free in a little while. Won’t you sit down?”




  I did not like being confined in a small space with that case of pernicious anaemia, so I asked her to send for me when Mr. Munn was ready. I strolled out, trying to look as debonair as

  possible, for the eyes of the General Office were still upon me.




  Instead of returning to my own office I sauntered along the linoleum, past the offices of Truth and Health and Truth and Beauty. In front of the door lettered Truth and

  Love I paused. The door was open.




  “Hey, Ansell,” boomed a rugged female voice.




  I straightened my tie once more, smoothed my hair and entered jauntily. The effect was wasted. The smaller desk stood empty and Lola Manfred was alone with the manuscripts.




  She noticed my wandering gaze. “Eleanor’s downstairs in the studio,” Lola said. “I always relegate to her the duty of posing models in those amorous photographs which

  prove so conclusively that our love tales are life experiences. What’s this I hear about your entering the lists and challenging the doughty Munn?”




  “News travels fast around here.”




  “You said it.” Lola ran her hands through hair dyed the colour of a Christmas tangerine. “What’s the matter anyway? Can’t you take a rejection?”




  “When I was a free-lance writer, I used to eat rejection slips for breakfast.”




  “Then what’s the shooting for?”




  “It’s not the rejection,” I said. “It’s the principle.”




  “What principle?”




  “I’m supposed to be an editor,” I said. “At least that’s what I was told when they hired me. And then, just when I’ve started getting my monthly routine

  working, they hold up a manuscript for three weeks and don’t let me know it’s rejected until the day we go to press. How do you like that?”




  “It wouldn’t be the first time in the history of this dump,” Lola said wearily. She swung around in the swivel chair, bent over and opened the lower drawer of her desk. Her

  voice, which ordinarily boomed over the frosted glass partitions, softened. “Close the door.”




  “Why?”




  Lola had dainty hands and the movement of her thumb was incongruous as she jerked it towards the door. I closed it. As I returned to the desk, I saw with a start that Lola had pulled a milk

  bottle out of the lower drawer. I was more shocked than if I had seen her take a whisky bottle out of a desk owned by Noble Barclay. Lola’s reputation was not precisely milky.




  She pulled off the paper cap, tilted the bottle against her mouth. She grimaced as if the milk were so distasteful that she drank it on doctor’s orders. When she handed me the bottle I

  noticed that her long drink had not drained out any of the cream.




  I smelled it.




  Lola laughed. “Isn’t it clever? One of the boys in the Art Department painted it for me. He even put some yellowish paint on the top as if the cream had risen.”




  I gave her back the bottle. “Not in the office,” I said.




  “Is that a principle, too?”




  “I like to get my work done. You can’t write well or make decisions when you’re foggy.”




  “Edgar Allan Poe drank like a fish and I bet they’d never print his stories in Truth and Crime.”




  “I can make the grade without alcohol,” I said.




  “But what’s the advantage?” asked Lola and took another drink.




  She put the bottle away, and leaned so far back in the swivel chair that I was afraid it would tip over. “Now that I’ve got my strength back,” she said, “I’d like

  to know just what principles you’re prepared to defend so vigorously.”




  “I was hired to do a job. When I first came to talk to Barclay about it, he said he wanted me because my stuff was different. He said I had a touch you don’t often find among

  detective story writers. He wanted me to lift the magazine out of its present rut and make it an outstanding monthly.”




  “You’re not by any chance alluding to Truth and Crime,” Lola sneered.




  “Look,” I pleaded, “there are hundreds of ways of handling a crime story. After all, crime is as much an indication of the state of our civilisation as our laws or our codes of

  conduct. After all, a murder story has social significance.”




  Lola groaned.




  “I don’t mean to be pompous,” I protested.




  “How old are you?”




  “I’ll be twenty-six in March.”




  “Poor lamb.”




  I did not like being patronised. “I have no illusions,” I said. “I’m not naïve. I know what kind of magazines Barclay’s getting out. But I was hired to put

  some pep into an ailing circulation and, damn it, I’m going to try.”




  “Has your rejected manuscript got social significance?”




  “Not in the conventional way. There’s a bit of comment at the end that Munn thinks is satirical, but if he and Mr. Barclay insist, I’ll take it out. What they don’t seem

  to understand is that I’m trying to give our readers something new and fresh. . . .”




  “What’s so new and fresh about it?”




  “It hasn’t been in any other detective magazine or Sunday supplement or murder anthology. That’s the trouble with most of our stuff, it’s hashed-over and dull to our

  readers. They’re detective fans, they probably know all the good murders. . . .”




  “Is this such a good murder?”




  “Nothing extraordinary, except for one angle. The victim. He was . . .”




  Lola yawned. My arguments had bored her. “Is the story good enough to lose your job over?”




  “Why don’t you read it? Then you’d see my point.”




  “Good God!” she cried. “It’s bad enough to read what I’m paid for. Why did you take this job in the first place, Ansell? Was it to put social significance into

  Truth and Crime or to make a hundred dollars a week?”




  “A hundred and twenty-five,” I boasted.




  “Most of the hacks around here would consider that principle enough for anything.”




  “I’m not so cynical that I can’t believe you can’t make a decent living and be true to your principles, too.”




  “If it’s social significance you want to get into your stories, you’d better quit here and go to work for The New Masses. If it’s principle, the place for

  you’s a garret where you can starve comfortably. But before you give up that hundred and twenty-five berries and a job where you can get out a magazine with one hand and hoist drinks with the

  other, you’d better learn the difference between a principle and the desire to get your own way.”




  Lola’s drinking, I decided, was directly related to the cynicism with which she approached her job. Not that I blamed her for finding Truth and Love distasteful. Lola Manfred had

  once written some good poetry.




  She laid her hand gently upon my coat sleeve. “Are you sure you know what you’re fighting for?”




  “I refuse to be pushed around.”




  “I hope when you’re shivering in your garret, that principle will warm you.”




  “But suppose I let them set a precedent this time, how much authority can I expect in the future?”




  “Does it matter?”




  “Does it matter!” I cried.




  She blew her nose daintily on a soiled handkerchief. “What makes you so different, Don Quixote, from your fellow-prisoners in this steam-heated dungeon? Why should you enjoy the luxury of

  getting your own way when the rest of us make daily obeisance before Munn and kiss Barclay’s noble prat?”




  “I’ve never noticed you indulging in those rites, Lola.”




  “I don’t have to. They can’t fire me. I happen to know where the body’s buried.”




  “Perhaps I’d better find myself a body.”




  “It oughtn’t to be hard. There are probably plenty of ’em rotting in the crypts.”




  The door had opened softly. Someone was standing behind my chair. I turned hopefully, but it was not Eleanor. Munn’s secretary had come in. She smiled contemptuously and said,

  “He’ll see you now, Mr. Ansell.”




  I started out. As I held the door for Munn’s secretary, Lola blew me a kiss. “Come back when it’s all over and I’ll provide consolation.” She jerked her thumb

  toward the lower drawer and winked.




  “Come in, come in,” Munn called jovially. “Sit down, won’t you? Are you comfortable there? Let me pull down the blind, I’m sure you don’t

  want the light in your eyes.”




  That was Munn, glib and unctuous. The smile was too quick, the voice too smooth. He loved himself, he was a success, a male secretary who had become a big executive. He had a clown’s

  mouth, red as paint and curving like the crescent moon. When he laughed the muscles of his cheeks never moved. It was as if his mouth had its own life, independent of his face. His hair had grown

  thin. A peak descended to his forehead but on the sides it scalloped off. He had angular eyebrows and narrow, restless eyes. His desk was neat, the blotter spotless and all of his papers filed into

  one of those leather folders called a “Work Organiser.” On the wall hung numerous photographs lovingly autographed by Noble Barclay.




  He offered me a cigarette.




  “I don’t smoke Turkish,” I told him and took out my own. He leaned over to light one for me. I waited for him to open the conversation.




  After a while he said, “You wanted to see me about something, Ansell?”




  “You know damn’ well what I’ve come to talk to you about.” I waved the crumpled memo. “We’re supposed to be going to press today.”




  He nodded. “I’ve noticed before, Ansell, that you always wait till the last possible moment before putting through an important story.”




  “I wait? Look, Munn, that story was held in your office for almost three weeks. Look at the date on the manuscript. You’re on top here, you’re the Supervising Editor and

  General Manager. Why did you hold the story until the day we go to press and then reject it with a sappy memo? For once in your life, Munn, someone’s asking you for a reason.”




  Munn watched his smoke rings drift towards the ceiling. “I don’t quite understand your complaints, Ansell. Most of our editors find that the organisation functions

  efficiently.”




  “Damn it!” I shouted. “You can’t do that to me. You know I can’t put the magazine to bed without an Unsolved Mystery.”




  “Have you no other copy to substitute?”




  “But the illustrations have been made. The plates are all ready.”




  “We can get cuts made overnight. Have you no other Unsolved Mystery, Ansell?”




  I jumped up. I stood before him. I pounded on his desk with both fists. “There’s nothing wrong with that story. Why the hell are you sabotaging it?”




  He nodded towards the crumpled memo. “You’re aware of my objections.”




  “I don’t entirely agree with you, Mr. Munn.”




  “I’m sorry, Ansell.”




  Out in the General Office, the typewriters were clicking again. I heard laughter to my left, which was the direction of the Truth and Love office, and I wondered whether Eleanor had

  returned from the studio, and what Lola had told her. Would Eleanor also think me a solemn young fool, or would she admire a man who fought for his rights?




  “Look,” I said to Munn in a moderate conversational tone, “I don’t want to be stubborn about this. You’re right about that correspondence school stuff. I’ve

  no illusions about the purpose of our magazines. . . .”




  “Our purpose, Ansell, is to disseminate truth in a form that will appeal to popular taste.”




  “Yes, of course, Mr. Munn. But the advertising. . . .”




  “Advertising helps finance our periodicals, Mr. Ansell. Without it, we should be obliged to operate on a much smaller scale and we could not bring our message to so many people . . .

  ”




  “I understand that. And I’m quite willing to cut out all the cracks about correspondence schools. I’ll simply state that this particular course was a phony and not to be

  compared with the accredited educational institutions which advertise in our incorruptible publications.”




  I saw my mistake at once. Humour of any kind baffled Munn. He was one hundred per cent literal and any remark that hinted of irreverence towards Noble Barclay or Truth Publications was a

  personal affront.




  I hurried to cover up. “Look, Mr. Munn. Where the liquor is concerned, you haven’t a leg to stand on. How can we, in our editorial columns, pretend that liquor doesn’t exist,

  when three of our magazines are running wine ads?”




  “I believe that you were absent from the conference at which we discussed the matter.”




  “I didn’t miss the piece in Truth and Health that said that wine, taken at meals in moderate quantities, is a vitamin-packed food and provides an antidote against the

  craving for stronger liquor. And in the next issue of Truth, I understand . . .”




  “I didn’t know that you were so well acquainted with the contents of our other publications.”




  “Such a drastic change in policy can’t go unnoticed. Look, Mr. Munn. . . .”




  “Look, Ansell. I’m astonished at you, a professional writer, abusing the English language in that manner. You ask me to look. What am I to look at? Don’t you mean to

  employ the verb, to listen?”




  I was going crazy. You could never argue with Munn. He was always like that, going off the main path, scooting down some dark alley.




  “Listen, if that’s what you prefer, I’ll merely mention that there was liquor in the murder victim’s glass. I won’t say what kind of liquor.”




  “Do you consider that consistent with our policy of strictest truth in every detail?”




  “I’ll cut all mention of liquor out of the story. It has nothing to do with the murder anyway. Will that suit you?”




  He crushed out the cigarette, rolled the stub against the bowl of the ashtray until the paper was empty. He rolled the paper into a tiny ball, threw it into the waste-basket and emptied the

  ashes into a covered tin receptacle. “I dislike the odour of stale tobacco,” he said and wiped his hands on a paper handkerchief which he had taken out of his desk drawer. Then he threw

  the handkerchief into the waste-basket.




  “We were talking about a manuscript,” I reminded him. “The Unsolved Mystery, the murder of Warren G. Wilson. Remember?”




  “I’ve finished talking about it.”




  “I haven’t.”




  At this point I should have given up. I knew that Lola had been right. It was not principle I was fighting for, but authority. Just the same, I went on fighting.




  “Compromises are useless, Ansell. Need I remind you that you’re wasting time? The story has been rejected. Definitely.”




  There was a long silence. He had dismissed me and he waited to enjoy the spectacle of my retreat. I sat tight. Who was he, Edward Everett Munn, to turn me out? For a moment there, I had wavered

  and been willing to call quits.




  “Look, Munn,” I said and when he frowned I didn’t bother to change the verb. “I’ve offered to take out everything you object to in the story. Even without the

  comment which I think gives it quality, we’ll be offering our readers something fresh. I’ll make the cuts now, and send you the manuscript by lunch-time. If you’ll okay it

  immediately. I can get it over to the printers this afternoon.”




  “And if I refuse?”




  “I’ll send it through anyway. As editor, I’ll take the responsibility.”




  He rose. Sitting down he seemed insignificant because his head was small and his shoulders narrow, but when he stood on his incredibly long legs, he looked like a middle-aged boy on stilts.

  “Very well, there’s only one thing for us to do. We’ll take it up with Mr. Barclay.”




  He lifted the mouthpiece of his inter-office phone. “It’s Mr. Munn,” he told the instrument. “Very important.”




  A female voice shrilled through the box. We waited for a few seconds and the female voice shrilled again. “He’ll see us now,” Munn said, smiling because the boss had not kept

  him waiting.




  No typewriter ceased its clatter as Munn and I walked through the General Office. There was not a split second’s lapse in the rhythm of the machines. Discipline never slackened when Munn

  was in the office.




  He walked ahead, the shepherd leading the lamb to slaughter, the warden taking the condemned man to the death house. Before the door of Barclay’s office, he stopped and leaned over to

  whisper something. His breath smelled of peppermint-flavoured mouthwash. “Has it ever occurred to you, Ansell, that your stubbornness might lead to disaster?”




  It certainly had occurred to me but the disaster I had in mind was the loss of a good job, not the horror and tragedy which came as the result of my determination to get my Unsolved Mystery into

  the February issue.




  At that time I did not consider the Wilson story anything out of the ordinary. The murder was not particularly exciting. It was the background of the victim . . . as much as was known of it . .

  . that interested me. I had no other reason for writing it, scheduling it for the February issue and sending it for approval to Noble Barclay.




  I have a copy of the manuscript in my files, and since it is the focus of a much stranger story, I am including it here, just as I wrote it and submitted it on November fifth to the Reading

  Department, the Supervising Editor and Barclay.




  Here it is:




  

    

      No. 1028—TaC




      11/5/45




      Sched: Feb.




      Author: John Miles Ansell


    


  




  The Unsolved Mystery of the Month




  DEATH OF THE MAN WHO WAS NEVER BORN




  They did not immediately see the body. It lay face downward in the narrow channel between the wall and the bed. The right arm was extended. The man had apparently fallen while

  reaching for the telephone.




  It was nine o’clock on Sunday morning, May 13, 1945. The body had been there since Friday night, for it was on Saturday morning that the chambermaid, the bathmaid and a bellboy had noticed

  the sign on the door: Do Not Disturb.




  On Monday morning the sign was still there. The chambermaid had notified the housekeeper. The housekeeper had telephoned the desk clerk. The desk clerk had reported to Mr. Frederick Semple,

  manager of the hotel. Accompanied by the desk clerk, the housekeeper and the chambermaid, Mr. Semple approached the door of Suite 3002-4. Before using the passkey, Mr. Semple pressed the electric

  button, knocked at the door and called the tenant’s name. There was no response and Semple, followed by his retinue, entered the apartment.




  Drawn curtains repelled the sunlight. Bulbs burned in three silk-shaded lamps. The radiogram’s motor throbbed. Evidently the machine had been burning up current since the last of the

  records had dropped into the well. Pillows were heaped at one end of the wide couch and close by stood a coffee table with cigarettes, ash tray, French brandy and a snifter, not quite empty.




  Beyond this room a short corridor led to bedroom and bath. The bed had been turned down and on the night table were shell-rimmed spectacles, a copy of Saki’s short stories and a thin gold

  watch which had stopped at 5.20.




  At the far end of the room a desk had been overturned. A portable typewriter lay on its carriage, legs upward like a helpless animal. Pens, pencils, paper and carbons were scattered on the desk

  and spilled on the floor.




  And in the narrow channel between the bed and the wall lay the tenant with a bullet in his back.




  An hour later Mr. Semple, quivering from shock and thinking of the effect of scandal upon the conservative bankers who operated the hotel, told the police what he knew of the late tenant.




  His name was Warren G. Wilson and there had been nothing in his way of life to suggest a violent end. He had occupied his suite for five years and three months, and never in that time had his

  activities created any of the problems which distress the managers of exclusive hotels. Servants remembered his generosity and regarded his passing as the loss of a friend. He had spent most of the

  time in his suite, reading in bed or lying on the couch, listening to his records.




  According to the coroner’s report this inactivity had been due to illness. Pale flesh had been stretched meagrely over Wilson’s bones and his lungs were so embroidered with scars

  that it was remarkable that he had lived long enough to be killed by a bullet fired from a 22-automatic.




  He had entertained few visitors. Hotel clerks remembered Mr. Thornhill, Mr. Henning and Mr. Bendas, middle-aged gentlemen who shared Wilson’s hobby of collecting first editions. That his

  bent was literary was proved, not only by these friendships and his library, but also by the collection of writing materials stored in his cupboards. That Wilson’s ambitions were unfulfilled

  was shown by the absence of manuscript.




  An examination of his bookshelves showed that he had been a man who admired style, and it can be assumed that he was a perfectionist who wrote three lines on Monday, added two commas and a

  semi-colon on Tuesday, on Wednesday took out a comma, spent Thursday criticising what he had written, threw it all in the fire on Friday and spent Saturday thinking he had done a hard week’s

  work.




  There had been a woman. She had come to the hotel infrequently but had never left her name at the desk because she returned with Mr. Wilson after he had dined out. Two elevator boys said she was

  good-looking but neither could remember whether she had been blonde or brunette.




  On the night of his death Wilson had dined out but had returned without a companion. While he sipped French brandy and listened to his favourite gramophone records, a Negro pianist was playing

  boogie-woogie in the suite across the hall. For on that night, Wilson’s neighbours, the only ones who shared the thirtieth floor of the tower with him, were giving a party. More than sixty

  people rode to the thirtieth floor that night. Strangers were not asked their names for the hostess in 3006-8 had informed the desk that guests were not to be announced.




  No stranger stopped at the desk that night to ask the number of Wilson’s apartment. The murderer had evidently known that his victim occupied Suite 3002-4. To the busy elevator boys all

  passengers bound for the thirtieth floor were party guests. One boy, a new employee, hired only the week before and unfamiliar with the hotel guests and their regular visitors, told the police he

  remembered a nervous lady who dropped her handbag as she got off at the thirtieth floor. He had bent over to pick it up but the lady had swooped down, grabbed the bag and tucked it under her arm in

  a most belligerent manner. All the boy could remember about this lady was her plaid coat.




  The hostess in Suite 3006-8 could not recall a guest in plaid. Her party had been formal. A plaid coat would have been as inappropriate as a top hat at a baseball game. The police decided,

  therefore, that the plaid coat might help identify Wilson’s visitor. It was not much of a clue. Plaid coats were all the style that season.




  To make the search more baffling there was the report of Jean Pierre Hyman and the conflicting opinion of his head waiter Gustav. Mr. Hyman is the owner of the French restaurant that attracts so

  many gourmets to his modest but expensive quarters on East Twelfth Street. Jean Pierre remembered the lady who had sometimes dined in his restaurant with M. Wilson. She had been young and fair, and

  on her last visit, ten days before Wilson’s regrettable death, had worn a new spring coat of red, blue and green plaid. She had been, according to Jean Pierre, a dainty blonde.




  Although he did not like to disagree with the boss, Gustav, the head waiter, insisted that Wilson’s girl friend had been a willowy, radiant brunette with soulful dark eyes. Yet Gustav and

  Jean Pierre were agreed on one point. There had not been more than one young lady.




  The police found themselves seeking a girl who was either blonde or brunette and who wore one of the hundreds of thousands of plaid coats circulating in New York. It was a tough assignment but

  Captain C. Allan Riordan of the Detective Bureau vowed that he would not rest until he had discovered the lady in plaid who, on the night of May ninth, might or might not have been carrying a

  22-automatic in her handbag.




  Meanwhile Captain Riordan and his staff sought other information. Somewhere in the fertile ground of Warren G. Wilson’s past lay the clue to his strange death. Why was he, a man of gentle

  disposition and quiet habits, the victim of premeditated murder? What rage or grievance could inspire the death of a man known to have been a connoisseur of wines and salads, an admirer of

  Prokofiev, Debussy, Mahler, Saki and William Blake?




  One fact about Wilson baffled Riordan as much as the identity of the lady in plaid. No one knew the source of Wilson’s income. On the second day of every month he had deposited in his

  checking account two thousand dollars in cash. It was highly irregular but his bankers had asked no questions. Since the ’29 depression there had been a number of eccentric depositors who,

  fearing revolution, had converted their assets to cash which they kept in safety deposit boxes.




  None of the vaults in New York had a box registered in the name of Warren G. Wilson. And in those sacred cells where gold and bonds and cash are locked away, no record, no clerk, no guard

  recalled a customer of Wilson’s description who unlocked his box on the second day of each month. And the Department of Internal Revenue had no files on Warren G. Wilson.




  In their search for a death clue Riordan’s men investigated every known fact of Wilson’s life. His barber, his tailor, his friends among the collectors of first editions were

  questioned. No one had known him very long and no one was aware of his origin. Some remembered his allusions to Arizona, New Mexico, the desert; and the police discovered, too, that he had once

  worked in Chicago.




  In a corner at the bottom of the bookshelves Riordan found the strange clue. Not a death clue so much as evidence of the strange birth of Warren G. Wilson. For he had not been born at all; he

  had been conceived twenty years earlier over a bootleg martini in a Chicago speakeasy.




  The birth clue that Riordan found on the bottom bookshelf was a series of loose-leaf pamphlets in an imitation leather binder that bore the title:




  

    

      BUSINESS DYNAMICS




      A Success Course in Salesmanship




      Merchandising and Finance




      by




      WARREN G. WILSON


    


  




  This was the pretentious title of a correspondence course of thirty lessons sent out in envelopes labelled, From the Private Office of Warren G. Wilson. Warren G.

  Wilson was President of the Warren G. Wilson Foundation, Chicago, Ill. The course cost seventy-five dollars and students paid at the rate of five dollars for two lessons a month.




  The thirty lessons covered a wide range of subjects, varying from such abstruse material as Dynamics of Business to such practical advice as personal Appearance, A Business Asset. In the writing

  of these lessons Mr. Wilson had shown himself a man whose knowledge of human nature was derived, not from experience alone, but from the works of Locke, Mill, Henry George, William James, Pelman of

  Pelmanism, Emile Coue, Horatio Alger, Jr., Sigmund Freud and the author of Letters of a Self-made Merchant to His Son.




  Most interesting to the police were those pages of reminiscence wherein Warren G. Wilson’s advice to students was rich with nuggets of wisdom culled from conversations with the great

  tycoons. Surely among the bankers and financiers of whom he had written with such intimacy there would be one who could recall Warren G. Wilson and furnish a clue to his early life. But all of

  Wilson’s magnates were dead long before the year of his copyright.




  Who was Wilson? The name had an irritatingly familiar sound. Even Captain Riordan, when he first took over the case, remarked that he seemed to recognise it. In his effort to discover what had

  happened to Wilson in the years between the copyright and the murder, Riordan sent men to a place which must have seemed alien to detectives; the public library. There, in magazines published in

  1920 and 1921, were advertisements of the Success Course. In all of the ads the fame of Warren G. Wilson, business man and financier, was so taken for granted that anyone unfamiliar with the name

  would have been ashamed of his ignorance.




  From these advertisements in popular science and mechanics magazines, health and success magazines and monthly journals dedicated to self-education, the trail led back to Chicago.




  In the ’20s’ Chicago was not only the world’s capital of bootlegging and gangsterism; it was the hub of the mail order business, the Athens of the correspondence course, the

  seat of education guided by sages learned in the art of ballyhoo and in the science of instalment collection. They offered instruction in everything from ballet dancing to psychic healing for five

  dollars down and five a month. These were not counted as rackets, they were legal business institutions and the U.S. mails were their sales routes.




  Every advertisement carried a guarantee. You learned what the master taught you or your money was refunded. Warren G. Wilson did not guarantee success; he promised that if you had not

  “increased your earnings nor advanced your position within six months after completion of the course” every cent would be paid back to you. This was a common trick among the

  correspondence schools. Few suckers asked for refunds, fewer completed their courses. The lessons were sanctioned by the Interstate Commerce Commission and the Better Business Bureau, and allowed

  to be distributed through the mails because they actually contained certain concrete details. In addition to instruction on the quick, easy way to success, Wilson’s course included

  penmanship, double-entry bookkeeping, typing, elementary shorthand, insurance tables, tariff regulations, compound interest and stock exchange rates.




  Research into its history proved that the Warren G. Wilson Foundation which had guaranteed success to its students was itself a financial failure. The first advertisements had appeared in 1920

  and in 1922 its offices were closed.




  Through records in the files of the magazines in which Wilson’s course had been advertised, Captain Riordan discovered the name of the agency which had placed these ads. It had been a

  one-man company and its owner, now vice-president of a respectable New York agency, told Riordan all he knew about the Wilson business but asked, for the sake of his reputation, that his name be

  kept out of the story.




  This man, the reputable but nameless advertising agent, remembered the conception and assisted at the birth of Warren G. Wilson. The name was chosen deliberately. In 1920 many Americans believed

  that Woodrow Wilson was one of the great martyred presidents, while others thought he had run the country on to the rocks and that it would be saved by Warren G. Harding. The author of the lessons,

  owner of the business, so-called President of the Foundation, was a mid-western youth named Homer Peck.




  Peck had been an advertising copywriter. He had been brilliant at it, made a great success and older advertising men had prophesied a wealthy future for him. But Peck had demanded more than

  prophecies and promises. When his employers refused to raise his salary he quit his job and went into business for himself. Over cocktails served in teacups Peck had outlined the idea for his

  correspondence course to his friend, the advertising man. Neither considered the business shabby. Both had majored in the subject of mail-order education by writing ads for schools of signal

  engineering, scientific farming, sign painting and the art of photoplay writing.
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