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  “Nobody owns life, but anyone who can pick up a frying pan owns death.”


  



  —William S. Burroughs


  Introduction


  If you like true crime, or just a crazy jaw-dropping story reflecting on some of the worst aspects of human nature, this is probably for you.


  Prescription: Murder! Volume 2 continues where Prescription: Murder! Volume 1 left off. It is a small sampling of some of the more memorable articles, classics in the annals of true crime, written by my father, Alan Hynd (1903 – 1974), who was one of the foremost true crime writers of his day.


  Over a career that spanned almost fifty years, Alan Hynd wrote close to two dozen published books, probably more than a thousand magazine articles, several radio and TV shows and a couple of films. It was not a bad life’s work—it was just mostly about bad people. This collection is about doctors who killed, for example. There are three episodes about doctors and then a pair of bonus tracks: murder stories about a cozy little love nest in Southern California in the 1920’s and then a classic about a Brooklyn mobster named Louie Amberg, who terrorized that fine borough in the 1930’s.


  As previously noted, this is stuff that just couldn’t be invented.


  Over the course of fifty years, Alan Hynd must have covered more than a thousand police cases: domestic murderers, swindlers, bank robbers, serial killers, extortionists, embezzlers, con men. You name it, he saw it and put it on paper. From time to time I personally met some of the people he wrote about. They were, to say the least, memorable. One goon gave me instructions on how to sneak up behind someone with a blackjack and bop the victim over the head with maximum effectiveness. Another showed me how to deal cards from the bottom of the deck and what to listen for—the cards would make a distinctive little click when dealt from the bottom—if someone was doing that. I remember another who kept calling our home phone number—never mind that it was unlisted, this guy got it anyway—telling my father that he was just out of prison and had a great story to tell. Well, he was just out of prison. He was an escapee, in fact, and the calls stopped when the cops caught him and sent him back. In terms of press coverage, however, often the stipulations of these gentlemen were twofold: “Just tell honestly what I done. And spell my name right.”


  These stories were originally published in various popular magazines of the time, in a variety of forms and several times. They included The Saturday Evening Post, The American Mercury, True, and almost all the major true crime and detective magazines. I’ve updated some of the references, fixed some story points that needed clarification, but tried to remain in the same voice and the same atmosphere. In some cases, I’ve updated with new information that has come to light on certain crimes over the years.


  These stories are true and the names are spelled right. My father wrote with a smile, a wink in his eye and a sense of the macabre aspects of depraved human motivation. The reader is asked to kindly go with the flow. There used to be an old newsroom adage that suggested that a writer never let the facts get in the way of a good story. The facts here are so bizarre that they never needed to get in the way. But despite the grim subject matter, one might sense the author smiling and winking between the lines.


  A final note: The dialogue in several of these articles is closer to the truth than one might think. All of it was taken from court proceedings of the era, credible newspaper accounts and actual confessions, then “cleaned up” a bit. Alan Hynd’s stories had thousands of fans in their day. Thanks to the accessibility of electronic publishing, it is never too late to become one.


  Enjoy.


  —Noel Hynd

  October 2014

  Los Angeles, California


  The Dogs That Didn’t Bark


  One morning in late March, in the year of 1919, William J Burns, the country’s No. 1 private eye of the era and a man who revolutionized forensic science, stepped off a train at Long Beach, Long Island, to address himself to a puzzling problem in homicide.


  Burns, he of the brisk walk, the natty attire, the sandy hair and the snapping blue eyes, brushed past several reporters who had been awaiting his arrival and hustled over to an ugly stucco house less than six blocks from the railroad station. It was in that house more than three weeks previously, at about 9:30 on the night of Thursday, February 27, that Mrs. Walter Keene Wilkins, a woman of 60, had been murdered.


  The district attorney of Nassau County, an able and conscientious public servant named Charles A. Weeks, was waiting for Burns at the murder scene. The district attorney’s patience with the local gendarmes had finally disintegrated; they had not only failed to draw a lead on a single suspect, but had begun to display all the enthusiasm of men bent on kicking the case around until it got lost. And so the D.A. had telephoned to the William J. Burns Detective Agency in New York and, after settling a question that arose before he ever went out on a case—the question of how much he was to be paid for his services—Burns walked into the murder scene to brief himself on the known facts.
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  William J. Burns (Library of Congress Photo)


  



  For several weeks prior to the murder of Mrs. Wilkins, the wife of a 67-year-old New York physician, Long Beach, a summer resort of less than 300 winter residents, had been visited by a pair of nocturnal second-story men. Although the police had been unable to catch up with the prowlers, several Long Beach residents had caught fleeting glimpses of them. While descriptions of the pair varied, all observers agreed on two points: the men had been above average in height and had worn gray caps.


  As crime goes, the after-dark visitations of a pair of second-story men in a small and sleepy summer resort in the dead of winter was pedestrian stuff. It wasn’t until Mrs. Wilkins was murdered and William J. Burns was called in that the crime wave in Long Beach was raised to the next level. The Wilkins case turned out to be a classic of crime deduction, one that detectives of the era frequently talked about for years afterwards when they get together to shoot the breeze. By this time in his life, Burns had acquired the nickname of “America’s Sherlock Holmes.” He did nothing to discourage it.


  Doctor and Mrs. Wilkins had two homes, the one in Long Beach and another in New York City, on West 65th Street near Central Park. The New York property was a three-story theatrical boardinghouse, which Mrs. Wilkins operated. There, she and her husband maintained two rooms for themselves. The doctor, who specialized in the treatment of tapeworm, maintained an office on the ground floor. Sometimes, when the winter weather was bad, the old couple remained overnight in the New York house. But the month of February 1919 being unseasonably mild, the Wilkinses had kept the Long Beach house open and commuted to New York each weekday, catching an 8 a.m. train and returning on one that arrived in Long Beach at 9:06 at night


  On the night that she was to be murdered, Mrs. Wilkins stepped off the 9:06 with the big bewhiskered doctor, who was spry despite the fact that he was closing in on 70. The gentleman physician with his ruddy cheeks and twinkling eyes, who was something of an amateur chef, was carrying a package containing a Spanish mackerel, which he had purchased on the way home. He informed a neighbor, a man named Mayer, a New York furrier who had ridden out on the train in the seat directly behind the Wilkins couple, that he was going to cook the mackerel for himself and his wife upon reaching home.


  As it turned out, the doctor never got around to cooking that fish and, before the night was out, his wife was as dead as the mackerel. Half an hour after Wilkins and his wife had stepped off the 9:06, the doctor stumbled into the home of Mayer, the neighbor, his head and face worked up, his clothes torn, and blood splattered all over him.


  The Wilkinses, it seemed, had come home and surprised the two housebreakers who had been appearing in Long Beach for weeks now. In an ensuing struggle, he said, the doctor had been knocked unconscious. His wife had been fatally battered with a ball-peen machinist’s hammer. The hammer had been left behind at the murder scene, seemingly when the killers had panicked.


  There it was, then: a murder apparently as simple and commonplace as it was brutal. The problem: merely to find the two tall burglars wearing gray caps. Or so it seemed.


  Burns began to prowl through the Wilkins’ house, not looking for anything in particular but his five senses sharpened for anything of possible value. Two things quickly impressed him.


  The house was a monument to bad housekeeping, dusty and unkempt. And it smelled like a zoo. Why, Burns asked the D.A., did the house smell that way?


  Weeks, the district attorney, explained that Mrs. Wilkins had been fond of birds and animals but that her affection had not extended to properly caring for them. She had owned two collie dogs, Duke and Duchess by name, a monkey, a parrot and several canaries, all of which had been removed to the home of women friends.


  It was when Burns got to the second floor that he noticed an interesting thing. The doctor and his wife had occupied separate bedrooms. Her bedroom looked as if a cyclone had hit it while his was immaculate. The doctor and his wife, Burns decided, had been a curiously assorted pair.


  Photographs of the couple—that of the doctor in his wife’s bedroom, that of her in his bedroom—seemed to corroborate the little sleuth’s deduction about the Wilkinses. The doctor’s mutton-chop whiskers were carefully trimmed, his hair neatly in place and his tie meticulously knotted. Mrs. Wilkins, on the other hand, looked like a regular old frump, even in the portrait. Her mouth was open, showing buck teeth, the collar of her dress was mussed, and her gray hair looked as if it had been arranged with an egg beater.


  The only potentially valuable piece of evidence in the district attorney’s office, from Bums’ point of view, was the machinist’s hammer that had been used as a murder weapon. The handle of the hammer was wrapped in a piece of newspaper and the newspaper was fastened to the handle by a piece of white twine. Removing the paper, Burns saw that the handle of the tool had been bound by ordinary picture wire, apparently to strengthen a fracture in the wood. The hammer was old and seemingly bore no marks that would quickly lead to its origin. So Burns laid it aside for the time being. Other things were, as Burns saw the picture, more urgent.


  Ever since the murder of his wife, Dr. Wilkins had been staying in the rooming house in New York. Burns decided to go in and have a talk with the old boy. Wilkins appeared to be devastated over the loss of his wife, but he was unable to add to the rather sketchy facts about the murder.


  Burns returned to Long Beach and began to poke around among the people who had known the doctor and his wife. When he approached the home of the woman who was keeping Duke and Duchess, the Wilkins’ collies, the dogs began to bark loudly. The barking of the dogs was something that the average detective wouldn’t have paid any attention to. But Burns did. He dropped the incident into his mental ‘don’t forget’ file.


  The woman who was keeping the two dogs told Burns that Doctor Wilkins and his wife had been married thirteen years previously in 1906. The marriage was the third for each of them. Mrs. Wilkins, whose maiden name had been Julia Kraus, was from an old German family and, at the time of her marriage to the doctor, was heiress to about $100,000 from a cheese fortune.


  The fact that Mrs. Wilkins was an heiress cleared up quite a lot for Burns. He reasoned that the fastidious doctor had decided to put up with the unattractive appearance and slovenly habits of his third wife after getting a whiff of that cheese money. Next move for Burns: a visit to the New York lawyer who handled fiscal affairs for the slain woman, a timid, mousey little man. The lawyer had not yet filed Mrs. Wilkins’ will for probate.


  “Why?” asked Bums.


  “I’m almost afraid to,” answered the lawyer. “I don’t want any trouble with Doctor Wilkins.”


  Mrs. Wilkins had left all her money to charity, nothing to the doctor. She had made the charitable bequests after divorcing her second husband. On the advice of counsel, she never bothered to change the will.


  “Why was that?” Burns wanted to know.


  “I advised her not to change her will but to give the doctor the impression that she had changed it. Mrs. Wilkins had been in frail health when she married Wilkins,” the mouthpiece explained. “Seemed that the cheese heiress had been coming apart at the seams and had been just the kind of woman the insurance companies would have wanted no part of. Doctor Wilkins had prescribed various medicines for his third wife but she never took the stuff. Didn’t believe in medicine. Curiously enough, she started to pick up the year after her marriage to the doctor.”


  “How do you account for that?” asked Burns.


  “I don’t know,” answered the lawyer, “except that Doctor Wilkins is a most fascinating man. Why, he could charm a bird out of a tree. His charm must have had a therapeutic effect on his wife. But I’ll always think he hoped she would die so he could inherit her money.”


  Since Doctor Wilkins now looked a little frayed around the edges, Burns wondered if the old boy had ever been in trouble. Thus he found that Wilkins had a black mark against him in the records of the New York Medical Society.


  Just prior to marrying the heiress of the cheese money thirteen years before, Wilkins, although having a license to practice medicine, had not exactly been practicing. He had, rather, been in a sort of business, operating out of a hole-in-the-wall off Broadway. He had been peddling a mud-colored bottled product called, “Doctor Wilkins’ Wonder Remedy.”


  The doctor’s Wonder Remedy, which retailed at a dollar a bottle, was, according to the label, guaranteed to cure tapeworm or money back. One day a woman patient who had consumed several bottles of the stuff—without results—demanded her money back. The doctor made the mistake of ordering her out of his office and she wound up at the Board of Health.


  An investigator for the Board of Health, palming himself off as a host to a tapeworm, bought a bottle of the Wilkins’ Wonder Remedy. Analysis disclosed that it was nothing but Hudson River water, alive with assorted bacteria.


  “Maybe that overprice river water didn’t kill a tapeworm,” a Board of Health investigator told Burns, “but we wouldn’t be a bit surprised if it killed some of the people who drank it. Why, that stuff was practically poison.”


  It was now time, Burns decided, to take a good hard look into the complete past of the old boy with the twinkling eyes and the mutton-chop whiskers. So he went back a third of a century and brought himself up to date on the Wilkins’ saga.


  Walter Keene Wilkins was a California boy who wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his mouth but should have been. By the time he reached voting age he had acquired highly accented appetites for expensive clothes and jewelry, good food, strong liquor and weak women. But he was short at the pockets. He went up and down the Golden State selling carpet sweepers, his eyes always peeled for a likely opening. It wasn’t until he was 35 that he found what he wanted: a young lady named Grace Mansfield.


  Miss Mansfield, the daughter of well-heeled people in the Napa Valley, was swept off her feet by the handsome, courtly carpet-sweeper salesman. He not only talked Grace into marrying him but conned her old man into forking over the dough for the newly-weds to move to New York so that he could study medicine.


  It was while Wilkins was serving his internship at Bellevue Hospital that the marital yacht hit the rocks. He had a habit of pinching and propositioning the nurses and the girls in white began to squeal to his wife. When enough of them squealed, Mrs. Wilkins went back to California and got a divorce. So there was Doc, when he completed his internship, alone in the big city and finding the competition in medical circles something fierce.


  The doctor, who was developing a penchant for show girls, eventually hung his shingle out in front of a theatrical boardinghouse on West 38th Street, a casual establishment run by a devastatingly homely widow named Suzanne Kirkland. The widow was wealthy and when Doc found that out, he laid siege to doubts and married her.


  After the honeymoon Wilkins practically gave up what practice he had to devote himself to the management of his wife’s rooming house. He promptly threw out all the male guests and installed show girls in their places. He became a very busy man, anticipating the slightest whim of the guests. An ex-roomer of the place told Burns that Wilkins prescribed sleeping pills for his wife, convincing her that she suffered from a nervous condition, and sometimes roamed the halls practically all night, making certain the guests were not in need of anything.


  One night the doctor and Mrs. Wilkins were standing at the head of a steep flight of stairs, when, somehow or other, Mrs. Wilkins lost her balance and toppled down the stairs. She got off with minor bruises but the doctor was greatly disturbed about the whole thing. He went around telling the boarders that the fall had made his wife a nervous wreck and that he would have to take drastic measures to cure her.


  His remedy was cold baths—baths with big chunks of ice in the water. Mrs. Wilkins complained that she felt dreadful after such treatments, but the doctor insisted that she take two a day: one in the morning and one at night. One morning Mrs. Wilkins died among the chunks of ice.


  Examining the death certificate of the second Mrs. Wilkins, Burns saw that the lady’s demise had been ascribed to apoplexy. The certificate had been signed by a physician other than Wilkins. Bums hunted up the second doctor and asked him if he remembered anything unusual about the death.


  “As a matter of fact, I do,” said the sawbones. “The body had already been embalmed before Doctor Wilkins summoned me, so that I couldn’t make a thorough examination of it. I thought that was a little unusual but since Wilkins was a doctor I didn’t question it at the time. He told me his wife had died of apoplexy and I had no reason to doubt him.”


  “Did you know that he had his wife take two baths a day in chunks of ice?’


  “Never heard of anything like that.”


  “Me, neither,” said Burns.


  The doctor, Burns learned, inherited his second wife’s rooming house. What with chasing the tenants, lavish spending and general neglect it took Wilkins just ten years to run the place into the ground. And so, as he reached his fiftieth year, Doctor Walter Keene Wilkins was both out at the pockets and out of practice. It was then that he went into the bottled-water dodge, and the Board of Health drew a bead on him. So he began, at the age of 54, in the year of 1906, to hunt around for another wife.


  The same mailman had been delivering mail on 65th Street to the house owned by the third Mrs. Wilkins for about fifteen years. Burns found the letter carrier to be a fund of background information about the doctor and the third Mrs. Wilkins. It seemed that the doctor, after learning that the lady with the buck teeth was heiress to the cheese fortune, had rented one of her rooms and begun to pour on the old oil. But the cheese heiress wasn’t interested. The doctor, though, smelling that cheese money, refused to be discouraged.


  There was a wheezy old organ in the rooming house. Wilkins learned that the proprietress of the establishment, while found of organ music, didn’t know how to play. So the doctor went out and took enough organ lessons to sit down at the thing and knock out a few solid old German tunes. That did it. Wilkins and his landlady got hitched and the doc went into practice on the ground floor as a tapeworm specialist. But he was still up to his old tricks. He tossed out all the male guests and installed ladies, mostly chorines, in their places.


  Things rocked along pretty evenly, at least on the surface, with the third marriage of the doctor and the former Julie Kraus. Wilkins, ignoring the encroachments of age, was still doing a little darting around the halls of the rooming house, but his wife never seemed to mind. At least nobody ever heard the couple quarreling.


  Well, almost never.


  There lived in New York City at the time a charming beautiful young lady named Audrey Munson. In 1906, Audrey, fifteen years old at the time, was spotted by photographer Ralph Draper. Captivated by her looks, he presented her to his friend Isidore Konti, the noted Vienna-born sculptor, who was similarly enchanted.
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  Audrey Munson. (Library of Congress)


  



  Audrey not only was beautiful, but her striking appearance captured the spirit of the day. She was strong but feminine, pale but with lively rosy skin. For ten years, Audrey posed —often with her breasts bare or completely nude—for an armada of different works of fine art. She quickly became known as “The American Venus.”


  Her face was painted onto canvas, woven into tapestries, and chiseled out of stone. Audrey was “Columbia Triumphant” on the USS Maine Monument, erected at Columbus Circle in 1912. When the Hotel Astor on Times Square wanted a statue of The Three Graces for their lobby, Audrey danced as a trio. When Wisconsin built a new capitol building, Audrey stood atop its dome. When a monument to the USS Maine was commissioned, Audrey graced its base in stone and its top in gold. When a new dime was designed, the so-called Mercury dime, in 1916, Audrey posed for the head of Mercury. And when the Municipal Building was constructed in 1913 to house Greater New York’s city government, a 25-foot-tall Audrey was perched 580 feet above the city streets, where she stands to this day. Similarly, she was the model for Alma Mater in front of Low Library at Columbia University. Between those high profile modeling jobs, she was also probably the angel on three dozen different mausoleums in greater New York, usually as an angel, often bare-breasted to evoke a mood of unspoiled beauty and vulnerability.
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  She had her detractors, of course, among the latter day Puritans and blue-nosers of the day. When Audrey became Pomona atop the Pulitzer Fountain at 59th Street and 5th Avenue, her beautiful but bare backside forced Alice Vanderbilt to relocate her bedroom. Audrey outlasted Mrs. Vanderbilt, however, as her statue stands till this day in front of the famous Plaza Hotel. In all, fifteen monuments in Manhattan still stand for which Audrey was the model.
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  By 1915, Audrey was so popular that she was chosen to be the muse for almost all carvings at the Panama Pacific International Exhibition in San Francisco. Her face and body adorned virtually every building at the fair, and she became an overnight sensation. Riding her wave of increased fame, Audrey moved to Southern California from New York, where in 1915, she starred in a film titled Inspiration, portraying an artist’s muse. Audrey became the first woman to appear fully nude in a non-pornographic moving picture.


  In the film, Munson was cast as a sculptor’s model. She appeared naked a number of times, re-enacting famous poses from paintings. The combo of high art and nudity forced the censors to back off, at least for a while.


  Audrey’s future films were all in the same genre: a young girl disrobes as a high art model. There were four movies were thought lost, but apparently a single copy of Purity still exists, but it hasn’t been screened in decades. exists—although it has not been shown to the public.


  Purity gives an idea of what Munson’s films were about. In it, a girl named Purity (Munson), a simple country girl, comes to the big bad city and is hired as an artist’s model. A young poet becomes obsessed with her, but then is distraught when he learns she has been posing nude. But his distress diminishes when he finds that she intends to use her income from modeling to publish his poetry.


  The movies were successes. Thousands of people were turned away during the New York run. In 1921 she made her final movie, Heedless Moths. Munson contributed to the story this time. And Hedda Hopper, later to become Hollywood’s nastiest gossip columnist, also stars.
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  From Inspiration (1915). All prints of the film have been lost.


  



  Other films followed. But by 1919, Audrey had moved back to New York to continue modeling. She lived with her mother in the boardinghouse owned…you guessed it!... by Dr. and Mrs. Walter Wilkins on West 65th Street. Wilkins’s eyes nearly popped out of his head the first time he saw Audrey, who, in turn, had not much interest in a mutton-chopped Lothario forty years her senior. Nonetheless, Wilkins’ unwanted attention was all over the young beauty, causing his finally-jealous wife Julia to kick the girl and her mother out of the building.


  No doubt the doc had caught all of Audrey’s films and, like the rest of America, liked what he saw. So a couple of weeks later, in February, Julia Wilkins was found dead in their home on Long Island.


  In going out to Long Beach on any given evening, Doctor and Mrs. Wilkins took the subway from West 66th Street to Pennsylvania Station. During the walk to the subway, they usually crossed Broadway at 65th Street. Thus they became acquainted with a traffic cop on a regular beat there every night – a cop bearing the unlikely name of Crooks.


  One evening, about a year before the murder of Julia Wilkins, Crooks told Burns, the doc was standing there out in the middle of Broadway—probably with Audrey very much on his mind—chatting with the cop over the roar of traffic.


  Officer Crooks happened to be in a reminiscent mood that evening and told Wilkins about a case the NYPD had once handled. Seemed that a husband, wishing to get rid of his wife so that he could inherit her money, had bashed her head in with a hammer, then mussed himself up and called the police, claiming that they had been set upon by robbers.


  “But there had never been no robbers in the neighborhood,” Crooks told Wilkins. “So the police got suspicious. Anyways, there were other things about the case that made the police suspicious, too, but I don’t remember what they was. Anyway, the guy got electrocuted.”


  Old Dr. Wilkins used to stop at Crooks’ post and have the cop repeat the story to him over and over, like a kid wanting a parent to repeat a fairy tale he particularly liked. Officer Crooks told Burns that Dr. Wilkins just couldn’t get enough of the tale.


  Now definitely suspicious of Wilkins, Burns thought back to those two collies that had barked so loudly at his approach to the home of the woman who was keeping them. Certainly two dogs that barked at the approach of Burns would have barked if two intruders—the men in the gray caps—had gone near the Wilkins’ home the night of the murder.


  A man who lived next door to Wilkins had been bothered for two years by the barking of the dogs. He told Burns,


  “Egad, we haven’t had so much peace since the murder and those two damned dogs were taken away.” The dogs barked at everybody who approached the Wilkins’ house.


  “And did they bark even when Doctor and Mrs. Wilkins came home at night?”


  “No. They never let out a sound when the doctor or his wife came home. They seemed to know their footsteps.”


  The neighbor had been in his home from shortly after 6 p.m. the night of the murder right up until the time of the crime. He clearly recalled that the dogs had not barked that night. By now more than a month had passed since the murder.


  Burns wanted to know how the neighbor could recall that the dogs had not barked.


  “Because,” answered the man, “I said to my wife the next day when we read in the papers about the robbers, it was a funny thing we hadn’t heard the dogs barking.”


  That was good enough for Burns. The neighbor had not heard the dogs bark because the two tall men wearing the gray caps had been nowhere near the Wilkins’ home that night.


  Now Burns got around to the murder hammer again—the hammer with the handle wrapped in newspaper. The paper had been wrapped around the handle because fingerprints wouldn’t come up on newsprint. But why would such a precaution have been taken unless the murderer had known beforehand that the hammer was to be used as a lethal weapon?


  Thinking that there might be a trademark on the handle of the hammer beneath the wire, Burns began to unwind the wire. As he did so he came upon a tiny piece of green feather. The feather had apparently been floating through the air and come to rest on the hammer handle just as it was being bound and had been unnoticed by the person who had bound it.


  Burns wrapped the piece of feather in a piece of tissue paper, bought a magnifying glass and went into a pet shop.


  “I want you to take a look at this feather through this glass,” he said to the proprietor of the pet shop, “and tell me what kind of a bird you think it’s from.”


  “It looks like it comes from a bird in the parrot family,” said the proprietor.


  “That’s what I hoped you’d say,” said Bums.


  Burns now devoted his attention to something else that had previously seemed unimportant: a smudge of bright green paint on the hammer handle. Burns learned from neighbors that Old Doc had, one unseasonably warm weekend a couple of months before, painted a fence behind his house a bright green—exactly the same shade of green as the smudge on the hammer handle.


  While painting the fence, Wilkins had also done a little repair work, driving in a nail here and there. It was obvious to Burns that the doctor had used the ball-peen hammer in the repair work and that the handle had thus taken on the bright green smudge.


  The wire around the hammer handle and the string that had held the newspaper in place weren’t too hot as clues. But they weren’t exactly cold, either. The wire was of the same kind used to hang pictures in the Wilkins’ Long Beach home. The string was the same kind as that used in a Long Beach butcher shop where the Wilkinses dealt.


  The newspaper looked hotter than the string or the wire. The murderer had torn it around the edges so that it could not be identified at sight. But it wasn’t a New York paper. Burns determined that simply by comparing the type with that of the big New York dailies.


  Setting out on a canvass of newspaper plants in the vicinity of Long Beach, Burns learned that the newsprint had come from a daily sheet called The Lynbrook Era, a sad little rag that had a five year lifespan on Long Island in the 1920’s. Moreover, the print around the murder hammer was from an issue of the Era published the morning of the day of the murder.


  Burns went into Manhattan to the house on 65th Street. He fell into a talk with Wilkins about this, that and the other thing. He asked the doctor, apparently quite casually, what newspapers he read. The doctor said he read nothing but the New York Times.


  “Ever read any Long Island papers, Doctor?”


  “I wouldn’t be seen with them,” answered Wilkins with some vehemence. “They’re nothing but rubbish.”


  “The Lynbrook Era doesn’t seem to be so bad,” said Burns.


  “I disagree with you, sir,” said old Doc. “That’s one of the worst of the whole lot.”


  “How do you know that if you don’t read it?”


  “I saw a few issues a year or so ago,” answered Wilkins. “That was enough.”


  Wilkins had not subscribed to the Era, but he could have bought it at a newsstand—either in Long Beach, at the railroad station, before he left for New York the morning of the murder, or at Pennsylvania Station in New York, on his way back to Long Beach to commit the murder. The man who sold papers at the Long Beach station couldn’t recall whether or not Wilkins had bought anything from him a morning more than a month previously. And of course nobody at the newsstands in such a busy place as Penn Station could recall such a thing.


  Now Burns began to think of Mayer, the furrier who had ridden on the train, in the seat directly behind the Wilkinses, the night of the murder. Did Mayer, Burns wanted to know, by chance recall whether Wilkins had been reading a newspaper on the train that night?


  “No,” said Mayer. “As I recall it, Doc and his wife had just made the train that night because they had stopped somewhere to buy a mackerel. I had two newspapers and I gave him one of mine when I was through with it.”


  “Remember what paper that was?”


  “Sure,” said Mayer. “It was the Era. The Lynbrook Era. I get it every morning but sometimes I don’t have time to read it until I come back at night.”


  Burns turned his attention toward establishing Wilkins as the owner of the murder hammer. He couldn’t locate the store where the hammer had been purchased. But he came up with something almost as good. He got hold of a workman who had, while making repairs in the Wilkins’ Long Beach home more than a year previously, borrowed, from Old Doc’s tool chest, a ball-peen hammer with a handle bound by wire.


  Now Burns went to District Attorney Weeks with a pretty package of circumstantial evidence, all of which pointed the finger of guilt at the fastidious old wolf who had found himself tied down to a rich and slovenly old wife in discouragingly good health.


  There was the parrot feather, the wire, the string, the piece of the Lynbrook Era, the repairman’s story about the bound-up hammer, the bright green paint smudge on the hammer handle and its relation to the Wilkins’ fence, the doctor’s fascination by Officer Crooks’ tale of the man who had bludgeoned his wife and the barking dogs that had not barked. It all added up to quite a package.


  The district attorney liked the feel of Burns’ research. Old Doc was arrested for the murder and indicted by the grand jury. Wilkins was arrested and found himself on the bad side of the bars, waiting for the legal system to move glacially along. Meanwhile, Audrey and her mom got a glimpse of the stories in the newspapers about Dr. Wilkins murdering his wife. They looked at each other and got out of town, fast enough to raise many eyebrows. The eyebrows started tongues to wag and the gossip soon got back to back the cops and Billy Burns who heard more than enough stories about the love professed by Dr. Wilkins for the daring young film star.


  There was at the time a weird little establishment on West Twenty-Third Street in New York called The Eden Musee. While it purported to be a museum, it was actually an exhibit hall for freak shows or anything else usual or gimmicky that would pack the suckers in. Once they had a ten foot papier-mâché and wax turban-wearing robot—an “automaton” in that day—named Ajeeb. Constructed by Englishman Charles Edward Hooper, it would play chess with any challenger and loved to offer games against local politicians, actors or sports stars. Patrons were amazed at the skill of the robot, unaware that Hooper was inside the dummy operating it.


  What does this have to do with the Wilkins case, you ask? While Wilkins was awaiting trial, the Eden Musee staged a grim tableau for the peasants, a reconstruction of the murder, so people could actually witness “how he done it.” This, long before any trial took place.


  Wilkins, still smelling money while sitting there in the can, started suit against the Eden people for invasion of privacy. But he soon had more pressing problems. His lawyer came by his cell and imparted some bad news, indeed.


  Audrey and her mother had been found in Toronto and interrogated. No legal fault had been found with either of them, but whatever they said to the cops it didn’t make Dr. Wilkins look any better. And then, worse: The mouthpiece told his client that his third wife—the one who had been murdered—had failed to provide for him in her will. So there was poor fastidious Wilkins, after living with the sloppy spouse for thirteen years and then having to murder her to get her money, winding up with nothing to show for all his toil and trouble.


  Wilkins decided that there was nothing further to live for, let alone fight for, not even his suit against the Eden Musee. He hanged himself in jail.


  “No wonder he hung himself,” William J Burns told me one day years later while we were discussing the Wilkins case at his winter home in Sarasota, Florida. “And let me say another thing. Even though we never had a chance to bring Wilkins to trial, there wasn’t a soul in Nassau County to dispute the fact that when Wilkins tied that rope around his neck the old wolf hung the right man.”


  True enough. But there was yet another long lingering sad footnote to the case.


  Despite being guilty of nothing, the Wilkins murder scandal destroyed Audrey Munson’s career. The blue-nosers in America – and there were plenty of them – rose up against her.
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  Unable to find modeling or acting work, she wrote a series of articles for William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal American, mostly about being a model and modern standards of beauty. “All girls cannot be perfect 36s, with bodies of mystic warmth and plastic marble effect, colored with rose and a dash of flame,” she wrote.


  Another article proved prophetic. “What becomes of the artists’ models?” she asked. “I am wondering if many of my readers have not stood before a masterpiece of lovely sculpture or a remarkable painting of a young girl, her very abandonment of draperies accentuating rather than diminishing her modesty and purity, and asked themselves the question, ‘Where is she now, this model who was so beautiful?’”


  Soon, people asked a similar question about Audrey. When the newspaper work eased away, and still unable to find modeling work, she moved with her mother back to her small hometown of Mexico, New York. There she got a job selling kitchen utensils door-to-door.


  Then, on May 27, 1922, despondent and depressed, Audrey took 4 capsules of mercury bichloride in suicide attempt.


  The attempt failed. She was taken to a hospital in Syracuse, where her life was saved, but she was never the same person again. Upon awakening, she insisted that she had been engaged to a man named Joseph Stevenson of Ann Arbor, Michigan, and that he had broken off the engagement, prompting her suicide attempt. No such man could be found to exist. And within a few more days, she started referring to herself as “Baroness Audrey Meri Munson-Monson,” and claimed that “powerful influences” were preventing her from getting jobs in the motion picture industry.


  In 1931, a judge ordered her committed to the Saint Lawrence Psychiatric Center in Ogdensburg, New York. There she stayed for another sixty-five years. She died in obscurity on February 20, 1996 at the age of one hundred five—a relic of another age. She was buried in an unmarked grave beside her father in an unmarked plot.


  There was barely a mention anywhere in the press of the passing of the woman who had once been known as “Miss Manhattan.” Yet her regal face and body still preside over many corners and public places in New York City. Her image lives on in cold stone and bronze, overlooking millions of passers-by each day who have never heard of her, William Burns or Dr. Wilkins who murdered his wife in cold blood almost a century ago and murdered the career of America’s most famous Beaux-Arts model with the same stroke of a hammer.


  The Self-Conscious Killer


  Doctor Robert W. Buchanan was a cocky little man when he arrived in New York from his native Nova Scotia in the late 1880s to engage in the practice of medicine. He quickly established himself in the vicinity of West 11th Street, where he maintained his home and office, not only as a pretty good general practitioner but a man with an interesting private life.


  The doctor was a fastidious dresser. He had a pale skin, light blue eyes behind gold-rimmed glasses, reddish hair and mustache. According to the rumors that began to circulate about him, he was quite a player with the ladies. His office patients were observed to include an unusual number of attractive young women who, judging from their glow of health, sought out Doctor Buchanan for other than professional attention. When the doctor made house calls, he tarried, sometimes for more than an hour, at the bedsides of pretty patients, but he put on the rush act with all others.


  Doctor Buchanan was married to a dark, bleak woman of his own age who looked as if she might have been a socially prominent spinster before he married her, as indeed she had been. Mrs. Buchanan, also a native of Nova Scotia, seemed so enamored of her husband that she preferred to close her eyes to his extramarital pursuits.


  There were in that day and age, as there are today, female and male busybodies who, though the pattern of their own lives might have been botched up, were intent on straightening out the lives of others. The females called on Mrs. Buchanan to tell her how sorry they were that she was married to a man who was obviously a philanderer. Mrs. Buchanan made it clear that if any problem relating to her marriage needed solving, she would solve it. A little delegation of male do-gooders called on the doctor and informed him, in words not too carefully chosen, that they disapproved of his open interest in women other than his wife.


  The doctor just sat there, listening patiently if not politely. When the visitors had had their say, he saw them to the door in stony silence. Doctor Buchanan was not in the least interested in what anybody thought or said about him.


  The doctor liked a drink. He had, in his home town of Halifax, where he had practiced before coming to New York, fallen into the habit of protecting himself against the cold winters by liberal libations of Irish whisky. Although the winters in New York were much less severe than those of Halifax, the doctor apparently saw no reason to reduce the quantity of protection against the elements. Some of Buchanan’s patients defected to other doctors when, in the examining room, they discovered that a strong odor of alcohol was coming not from medical bottles but from the doctor himself.


  A year after his arrival in New York, Buchanan’s liking for the ladies and the bottle showed no signs of diminishing. Mrs. Buchanan confided to some women acquaintances on West 11th Street that she was by now quite disenchanted with her husband. He had had the same failings in Halifax, but she had been under the mistaken impression that marriage would straighten him out. Her father had thought so little of Buchanan that he had, upon her marriage to the physician, written her a check for a sizable inheritance and told her never to darken his door again. The doctor, Mrs. Buchanan now suspected, had married her for her money, a suspicion that derived a certain tenability from the fact that the doctor had gone through half of her inheritance in outlays on other women.


  Something had to give. And it did.


  Late one night, after she had retired and fallen asleep, Mrs. Buchanan awoke to find that the doctor, who had been holding office hours downstairs, had not yet come to bed. Mrs. Buchanan went down to the consulting room and walked in on Buchanan and a pretty patient. What she saw caused her to announce, then and there, that she was returning to Halifax forthwith to institute proceedings for a divorce.


  The doctor seemed to be bothered no more about his wife’s departure than he was about neighborhood talk. He continued to indulge his hobbies of sex and spirits. In his choice of watering holes, Dr. Buchanan was, as in all things, fastidious. He carefully eschewed the more plain and boisterous taverns. His tastes ran to the tonier joints where there was carpeting instead of sawdust on the floors. The tavern nearest to Buchanan’s home was a place practically around the corner, on 10th Street, owned and operated by a big lumbering Irishman by the name of Michael Macomber.


  Macomber was given to the habit of leaning in his doorway when trade was slack, while polishing beer glasses by blowing his breath in them and shining them with a towel long overdue at the laundry. Doctor Buchanan had happened to be passing Macomber’s one day shortly after his arrival in New York, and, noticing the tavern proprietor soberly engaged in his disgusting practice, had made a mental note to himself never, come what may, to patronize such a man.


  Circumstances were to alter Buchanan’s view of Michael Macomber. The scandal resulting from the scene in the doctor’s office that drove his wife away began to have effects on Buchanan’s practice. Sometimes his office was empty during consulting hours. Even the pretty ladies who had called just to see him were scared off. Bills began to pile up. The doctor found his credit shut off at the upscale saloons. He was driven into Macomber’s.


  A strange relationship sprang up between Macomber and Buchanan. The men were total opposites, the one small, cultivated, sharp-minded, tidy; the other lumbering, ignorant, dull-witted and sloppy.


  Doctor Buchanan was everything that Macomber had ever dreamed of being; therein lay the core of the relationship. The big saloonkeeper simply worshipped the little physician.


  “Doc,” he would say, “your credit is as good as gold. I don’t care if you never pay me.” The doctor had, indeed, fallen on comparatively evil days. His handsome wardrobe—twenty pastel-colored suits, with accessories to match—began to reflect his low estate, what with a loose button here and a whisky stain there. Macomber, in his dumb worship of the little physician, was vaguely disturbed.


  “Doc,” he said to Buchanan one night, “what you need is a woman—another wife. You ought to have somebody to take care of you.”


  Next day, Buchanan hit Macomber up for a loan of one hundred dollars.


  “What you said last night greatly impressed me, Mac,” he said. “I’m going to get my wardrobe into repair and go courting.” Macomber, happy to advance the money, wanted to know if Buchanan had anybody in mind.


  “Yes,” said the doctor.


  “Anybody I know?” asked Macomber.


  “No,” said Buchanan, “but you’ll meet her one of these days.”


  Buchanan soon showed up in Macomber’s tables-for-ladies back room with a corpulent, henna-haired character with bright little blue eyes in a rough red face. She appeared to be about fifty. Macomber gave the lady what today would be called a double take; he had seen the doctor with numerous feminine companions, but nobody like this.


  This woman, whoever she was, didn’t have a thing to recommend her. She wore a billowing satin costume, expensive perfume, and glittered with diamond rings and bracelets, but she just wasn’t, Macomber felt, Doctor Buchanan’s type. For one thing, she was common, and Macomber should have known.


  “Mac,” said Buchanan, in fine spirits, “I want you to meet Mrs. Sutherland. Mrs. Annie Sutherland of Newark.” The introduction acknowledged, Macomber took Buchanan’s order and went back out into the bar. As he did so, he gave Buchanan a high sign to follow him.


  “Where,” asked Macomber, “did you ever meet that woman, Doc?”


  “Oh, we’re old friends, Mac. Mrs. Sutherland is a widow.”


  “You said something about looking around for a wife, Doc,” said Macomber. “You ain’t thinking of marrying her, are you?” Buchanan smiled understandingly.


  “I see what you mean, Mac,” he said. “Mrs. Sutherland may not be as young or as pretty as some women, but there are other things in life than youth and beauty.”


  When the doctor’s divorce came through, Macomber was a witness at the marriage of Annie Sutherland and Buchanan. After a brief honeymoon, the newlyweds settled down in the doctor’s house on West 11th Street. The more Macomber saw of Mrs. Sutherland-Buchanan, as the bride called herself, the more mystified he was as to what the doctor saw in her. For one thing, Mrs. Sutherland-Buchanan, who frequented Macomber’s with the doctor each night after office hours, specialized in telling unspeakably vulgar stories. After tossing off several whiskies, neat, the lady was in the habit of getting off a string of dirty jokes, slapping her thigh and laughing uproariously every time she reached the punch line. Her ample bosom heaving and swaying with each deep guffaw.


  What made this all the more remarkable to Macomber was that Doctor Buchanan, whatever else he may have been, was not a devotee of the blue tale. Every once in a while, Macomber would ask Buchanan what his second wife’s background was. The doctor would be vague or evasive.


  Finally the mystery of Mrs. Sutherland-Buchanan’s background cleared up. A customer of Macomber’s perched at the bar and availed himself of a long, studious look at the lady, then whispered to Macomber,


  “I know her. She used to run a place over in Newark.”


  “A place?” asked Macomber, startled. “You mean a—?”


  “Sure. A brothel. A whore house. She was the madam.”


  Macomber reacted to this intelligence like a man betrayed. He had expected better of his little hero. Deeply wounded, he took up the matter with the doctor himself.


  “The Bible,” said Doctor Buchanan, “says let him without sin cast the first stone, Mac. Anyway, Annie is the best wife a man ever had. Let the dead past be done with, Mac.”


  As time wore on, Macomber began to see the wisdom of Doctor Buchanan’s words. Mrs. Sutherland-Buchanan, happy in her new status of complete respectability, began to act more ladylike. She mixed her whisky with water now and she laid off the dirty stories. She struck up friendships with some of the women in the neighborhood and served tea and cookies in the afternoons. Memories being short, people began to forget about the scandal that had driven the doctor’s first wife back to Nova Scotia. Patients started to drift into Buchanan’s waiting room again. Everything seemed to be going along just fine.


  About a year after Buchanan’s marriage to the ex-madam, New York was the scene of a sensational murder trial. A young medical student named Carlyle Harris was accused of having poisoned his sweetheart. The papers were full of the trial. There were columns of testimony every day, much of it medical testimony about poisons of various sorts and their effects on the human system.


  The Harris trial fascinated Doctor Buchanan. He practically abandoned his practice to attend the sessions and to study the verbatim testimony in the papers. At night he was Macomber’s backroom authority on what was going on in the courtroom. Little knots of drinkers would gather around Buchanan’s table while the doctor, his wife at his side absorbing every syllable, interpreted the latest testimony in terms of Harris’ chances of acquittal.


  One night, Doctor Buchanan made a remark that Macomber and others of his auditors were to remember on a later occasion.


  “Carlyle Harris,” he said, “was a fool. He fed this girl the kind of poison that is easily detected. Being a medical student, he should have known that there were more subtle ways of poisoning a person. Why, it would have been easy for him to blend certain poisons in such a way as to make detection next to impossible by the physician who issued the death certificate.”


  All the time he had been patronizing Macomber’s, Doctor Buchanan had never succeeded in bringing himself to sample the free lunch at the dark end of the bar. Not long after the Harris trial (at which the medical student was found guilty and sentenced to the electric chair) Doctor Buchanan made arrangements with Macomber to take all his meals at the saloon.


  What, Macomber wanted to know, was the idea?


  “I wouldn’t want you to breathe a word of this, Mae, but I’m afraid to eat at home anymore.”


  “Why, Doc?”


  “I’ll tell you why, Mac. I think my wife is trying to poison me.”


  “No!”


  “Yes. I haven’t felt right lately. I’m a doctor, don’t forget, and I’m sure she’s putting something in my food. Remember how interested she was in the testimony of the Harris trial, when I used to talk about it here at nights?”


  “Say,” said Macomber, “that’s right.” Macomber blew his breath in a glass he was polishing. “But I don’t see why she would want to get rid of you, Doc.”


  “To tell the truth, Mac, our marriage was a mistake. Too much difference in our ages. She realizes that now, but she wants to be sure that if she doesn’t have me nobody else will.”


  Macomber’s food seemed to agree with Doctor Buchanan. The symptoms of poisoning disappeared. But Mrs. Sutherland-Buchanan’s meals, which she was now preparing for herself, apparently didn’t agree with her.


  “My wife isn’t feeling well at all,” Buchanan told Macomber one day. “I don’t know what in the world is wrong with her.”


  Whatever was wrong with Mrs. Sutherland-Buchanan, it got worse fast. The doctor appeared in Macomber’s one morning with the news that his darling wife had passed away during the night.


  He patted his inside jacket pocket, and something crinkled. “The death certificate,” Buchanan said to Macomber. “Another physician just signed it.”


  “What did your wife die from, Doc?” asked Macomber.


  “Complications,” said Buchanan, and fell into thought. “I must notify the girls who used to work for Annie. It seems like the right thing to do, doesn’t it?”


  Again the doctor meditated.


  “About the pallbearers,” he said. “Mac, I want you to be one. And while you’re at it, get five others from among your customers. And be quick about it. The funeral will be tomorrow. I don’t want Annie around too long.”


  Next morning, a little funeral cortege found its way to a cemetery on Long Island. It was a day in early winter, bright, blue and cold. The ex-employees of the lady in the coffin got hysterical as Macomber and five rum pots from his back room, dressed in dark clothes furnished by the undertaker, lowered the casket into the grave.


  Doctor Buchanan blew his nose loudly and seemed to clear his throat a lot. As the gravediggers began covering the coffin with dirt, the little physician turned to Macomber and said, in a tone of voice loud enough for the others to hear,


  “Mac, I wish I were dawn in that grave with Annie.”


  This seemed like a strange remark, even to Macomber, in view of the doctor’s assertion that the woman had tried to poison him. Macomber raised the point.


  “We must,” said Buchanan with considerable feeling, “forgive and forget.” Then he broke down in tears.


  In the months that followed the ex-madam’s death, Doctor Buchanan, as if to forget his great sorrow, began to throw lavish parties at such celebrated places as Rector’s and Delmonico’s. He invited Annie’s ex-employees and the boys from the back room at Macomber’s and drank champagne “to dear departed Annie, and may God rest her pure soul.”


  The doctor was very free with his money, what with hundred-dollar tips to waiters and gifts of jewelry to the girls from the Newark bawdy house, in memory of their former employer.


  Then, a year after Annie Sutherland-Buchanan’s death, the doctor was visited by a bright thought. He made a visit to Halifax. There his first wife dwelled in great loneliness with about half of her inheritance intact. The doctor called on her and informed her, as if he had to, that he had been a cad and many other things, but advised her that she was now gazing upon a strictly reformed character. He could not, he said, live without her. In the two years since she had gone away, he had not so much as looked at another woman.


  This last statement, uttered with more enthusiasm than integrity, made a deep impression on the first Mrs. Buchanan. It also precluded any mention by Buchanan of his marriage to Annie Sutherland.


  So great was the Buchanan personality and charm that his first wife believed him and remarried him. The doctor suggested New York for their honeymoon. The wife objected to visiting that city. The memories there were too unpleasant.


  She was in for a shock. Not only was she going to visit New York, she was going to live there: right in the same house where she had lived before and where Annie Sutherland-Buchanan had lived after her.


  “There are,” the doctor explained, “certain things around there that I have to keep an eye on.”


  Back in West 11th Street with his first-and-third wife, Buchanan kept an eye on everybody who might be likely to mention to her the little fact that her husband had sandwiched a marriage in between his two marriages to her. This took a bit of doing, although such a project wasn’t so impossible in the 1880’s as it would be today because Alexander Graham Bell had not yet invented the telephone.


  The doctor insisted that his wife not leave the house at any time unless she was in his company, and that she have no visitors under any circumstances unless he was present. Mrs. Buchanan thought this attitude was a trifle strange.


  “It is just that I love you so much,” the doctor explained, “that I don’t want you to have a single experience that I cannot share.”


  The experience of walking down the street with his wife was one that presented its little problems to Doctor Buchanan. If, when accompanied by Mrs. Buchanan, a friend of the doctor’s stopped to pass the time of day, Buchanan was always alert for any reference to his second wife.


  Once, though, he was off guard long enough for a male acquaintance to say to Mrs. Buchanan, “Glad to have met you, ma’am, and permit me to say that I like you ever so much better than the doctor’s other wife.”


  Buchanan got out of that one by the subsequent explanation to his wife that the acquaintance had remembered her from the time she had previously been married to him.


  “You have changed, you know, Bessie,” he said. “You are even lovelier than when we were married before.”


  A few months after his return to New York with the first-and-third Mrs. Buchanan, something seemed to snap inside the little physician’s head. The doctor began to undergo a marked change. Whereas he had always been cocky and very sure of himself, and more or less oblivious of what other people said or thought about him, he now seemed to be devoid of confidence in himself and hypersensitive to criticism. He began to ask his patients what they thought of him as a doctor, and what their friends thought of him. He began to ask Macomber if, in the studied opinion of the saloonkeeper, he, Doctor Buchanan, was popular with other patrons of the saloon.


  “Why are you so worried about what people think of you, Doc?” asked Macomber. “You never used to give a damn.”


  “You never know what people will say, Mac,” said. Buchanan. “Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if there were people right in this neighborhood who think Annie didn’t die a natural death.”


  “Why would anybody think a thing like that, Doc?” Doctor Buchanan shrugged.


  “You never know,” he said.


  Sitting in the back room of Macomber’s, Buchanan would bound up, rush to the bar, and demand of Macomber, “What were those people saying about me? Those people right there at the first table!”


  The people, of course, had not been saying anything about the doctor.


  Now, when Buchanan would drop into Macomber’s alone after office hours, he would inquire, “Has there been any talk about me, Mac?”


  Toward the end of the winter following the passing of Mrs. Sutherland-Buchanan, the doctor would often show up at Macomber’s, after midnight, all but obscured in a great coat and in a state of semi-refrigeration.


  “It was terribly cold out at the grave again tonight,” he would tell Macomber, reaching for the Irish.


  “Why do you go out there so often at night, Doc?” Macomber would ask. “Why, you could catch your death of cold.”


  “I just want to keep an eye on things, Mac. I don’t want anybody to get any ideas about opening Annie’s grave.”


  Macomber grew increasingly worried about his little friend.


  Buchanan grabbed him by the straps of his bar apron one night and asked,


  “Mac, tell me honestly, have you heard any rumors that I poisoned Annie?” the doc asked, his crack-up in full swing by now.


  Macomber hadn’t heard any such rumors.


  “You need a rest, Doc,” he said. “You been drinking too much lately.”


  “Maybe so,” the doctor admitted.


  But there was no rest for Doctor Buchanan, and clearly something had come untangled between his ears. He began dropping into chairs at the tables of other patrons in Macomber’s back room, engaging the patrons in conversation, then telling them of his second wife’s death, and winding up with the question, “You don’t think I poisoned her, do you?”


  Buchanan seemed hell-bent to get out of the frying pan into the fire. He began badgering strangers on the street, asking them if they had heard any rumors about a doctor having poisoned his wife.


  Now he hired a private detective to keep an eye on the grave out on Long Island.


  “The minute anybody tries to open it, let me know.” He retained a lawyer to defend him in case he got into trouble of any kind, paying a fee of $100 in advance.


  “What kind of trouble do you think you might get into?” asked the lawyer.


  “I could be accused of poisoning my second wife.”


  “Did you poison her?”


  “Of course not, but you know how people talk.”


  Indeed people did talk, largely because Buchanan had given them something to talk about.


  A reporter for The New York World named Ike White, heard rumors surrounding the sudden death of a brothel keeper named Annie Buchanan. According to the death certificate the good madam had succumbed to a stroke. But friends of the dead woman—and believe me, a good madam has a lot of friends—were convinced that she had been poisoned by her husband. White began to hear the name Dr. Robert Buchanan.


  “Why would a doctor do that?” White asked.


  “Annie had quite a bit of money saved up,” the deceased friends told White. “Maybe fifty thousand dollars.”


  This made sense to White. Then, as now, prostitution made a lot of money in its higher levels.


  White did some more digging, talking to everyone and examining public records. Then he struck pay dirt: a mere three weeks after Anna’s sudden demise, Buchanan had remarried his first wife, Helen, in Nova Scotia. Further investigation revealed Buchanan to be a debauchee, who many nights could be found in New York’s bordellos, drinking and carousing till the early hours, a lifestyle that made serious inroads into his bank balance. Hence, the persistent rumors about Anna’s death.


  Keep in mind that the increasingly paranoid, Dr. Buchanan was disliked by almost everyone and dozens of people missed Anna’s services, and you have a perfect storm for an investigative reporter.


  Further fanning the flames of suspicion were the remarks allegedly made by Buchanan two years earlier during the trial of Carlyle Harris, the New York medical student charged with wife-murder, who had since perished in the hot seat. At first Mrs. Harris’s death, too, had been attributed to a stroke, but pinpointing of the pupils had led investigators to detect a morphine overdose.


  Buchanan had followed proceedings with great interest, many people recalled, frequently referring to the accused as a “bungling fool” and a “stupid amateur,” and boasting that he knew how to avoid the telltale pupils and get the job done without detection. The night in Macomber’s was not the only time he had popped off about the case.


  Meanwhile, Dr. Buchanan was digging his hole even deeper, particularly when he got wind of the fact that he might be under investigation.


  The suspense as to whether he was going to be accused of murder drove Buchanan to visit, of all places, police headquarters. There he introduced himself and asked if anybody in the department was shadowing him. He was told that nobody was—which was the truth up to the time of his voluntary appearance. A few days after he left headquarters, two dicks were fastened to his tail.


  Buchanan was eventually followed to the grave on Long Island. He was observed talking to the private eye on duty there. After he left, one of the detectives tarried to talk to the gumshoe.


  “I don’t know why I’m watching this grave, now that you ask me,” said the gumshoe. “All I know is I’m to let Doctor Buchanan know the minute anybody tries to open it.”


  The doctor, without knowing it, also led the detectives to the lawyer he had retained. The lawyer, who had grown quite suspicious of his little client—as who wouldn’t?—divulged the reason for his retention.


  Next, the detectives picked up the story of Doctor Buchanan’s critique of Carlyle Harris’ poisoning technique. From Macomber they learned that Buchanan had directed suspicion against Mrs. Sutherland-Buchanan by accusing her of trying to poison him, which was a good way of diverting suspicion from himself on a later, more lethal day.


  The detectives threaded into the past of the ex-madam of Newark. They learned that Doctor Buchanan had been a patron of her establishment. Before marrying Annie Sutherland, Buchanan had required her to make a will, leaving everything she had to him. Annie Sutherland’s money had been the motive for Buchanan’s marriage to her.


  One day soon thereafter, Buchanan woke up and saw the first part of his nightmare becoming reality. Ike White had started a noisy campaign in the New York World, recapping what he had learned and demanding the exhumation of Anna’s body. Soon the cops and the reporter compared notes and Ike got his wish.


  An autopsy on Mrs. Sutherland-Buchanan was in the nature of an anti-climax for the police. They found exactly what they had expected they would find—morphine and other poisons so cunningly blended that they had fooled the physician who had issued the death certificate. Buchanan was arrested and charged with murder. When he was pinched, Buchanan became his old cocky self.


  “If you found poison in Annie,” he told the police, “it was something she meant for me but which she took by mistake.”


  When the trial opened on March 20, 1893, it was soon clear that this case would be fought in the test-tube. Courts were just beginning to pay close attention to scientific testimony. The prosecution was led by a man named Frances Wellman. And in Professor Rudolph Witthaus, the prosecution had one of the nation’s first forensic toxicologists.


  Witthaus, who had analyzed the dead woman’s organs, told the court how, using the something called the Pellagri test, he discovered that “the body contained 1/10th of a grain of morphine in the remains.”


  He estimated that it was the residue of a fatal dose of 5 or 6 grains.


  At this point it appeared as though the state had an open-and-shut case against Buchanan. But Buchanan’s chief lawyer, William O’Sullivan, an ex-doctor turned attorney, had spent six months before the trial studying medical literature on morphine and the methods for demonstrating its presence.


  O’Sullivan greeted Witthaus with a deceptive smile. There then followed a series of seemingly innocuous questions about the various tests that Witthaus had employed, and above all the Pellagri test, a cruel pseudo-scientific test of the day involving chemical tests on a live animal.


  O’Sullivan asked casually,


  “The jury has been told that the so-called Pellagri test is especially important for demonstrating the presence of morphine. Can you confirm this?”


  Witthaus agreed that it was, although he stressed the need for a number of tests to provide corroboration.


  “Very good,” said O’Sullivan.


  Now, he said, his understanding of the Pellagri test was that if morphine was present, an unmistakable glowing purple color would appear, which soon changed to cherry red. “Is this correct?” he asked.


  “Yes,” replied Witthaus.


  O’Sullivan asked if it was possible for an alkaloid produced by a decaying cadaver to produce a similar reaction.


  “So far,” said Witthaus, “this has not been observed anywhere in the world.”


  Thereupon O’Sullivan called a Professor Victor C. Vaughan to the witness stand. While the jury sat transfixed, Vaughan set up an impressive array of tubes and bottles. Then O’Sullivan asked Vaughan if the Pellagri test was a sure indicator of the presence of morphine.


  “No,” said Vaughan. “There can be no such certainty.”


  “Then the Pellagri test can produce deceptive errors?”


  “Yes it can,” replied Vaughan, who then proceeded to subject a piece of human pancreas that had been decaying for several weeks to the same tests that Witthaus had used. In a second tube was a preparation of morphine. Working quickly and sloppily, in a manner that flouted all the standard laboratory procedures for accuracy, Vaughan magically managed to obtain the distinctive purple and then cherry red reaction from the pancreas as well as the morphine.


  There was an uproar in court. Delighted reporters rushed for the exits to convey this latest sensation to their newspapers.


  Witthaus looked on in amazement, unable to believe that O’Sullivan was able to get away with such shoddy science. But strident prosecution objections came too late to lessen the impact that Vaughan’s “experiments” had clearly had on the jury.


  Throughout, the defendant had been a mute observer of all this, almost unnoticed, and he remained that way when acquittal seemed certain. But it wasn’t to be.


  O’Sullivan felt that during the Harris trial, the defendant’s decision not to testify had worked against him, and he had no inclination to repeat that result.


  So he put his own client on the witness stand.


  Mistake.


  Buchanan’s whining manner and self-obsessed answers only became more acid under cross-examination. Prosecutor Wellman trapped him in so many lies and contradictions that any doubt created by the scientific dispute was entirely canceled out. Even so, it says much for the confusing nature of the “scientific evidence” that when the jury still needed over 28 hours to find Dr. Buchanan guilty of murder.


  Buchanan was sentenced to death. His lawyers launched an appeal based on the tainted scientific evidence. This time Witthaus was ready for them. He had taken his courtroom humiliation badly, and squared his reputation by proving that Vaughan’s methodology had been flawed. Eventually he tracked the source of the error to impurities in the chemicals used by the other scientist.


  As the dust settled on the case, and as Buchanan’s appeal went forward, the events came into sharper focus. Annie Sutherland’s coarse nature, offensive to a fastidious man like Buchanan, had apparently been the reason for the ex-madam’s end, that and all the money she had stashed.


  Buchanan had, even after his second marriage to his first wife, continued an association with a girl he had met while patronizing the Sutherland bordello.


  “You have no idea,” Buchanan had told this girl, and she later repeated the story in the courtroom, “what an ordeal my honeymoon with Annie was. Heavens, but she’s coarse!”


  Little Doctor Buchanan had been clever, up to a point. He had planned quite ingeniously, really, and had got away with murder. But he had figured without one thing—his conscience. It was his conscience that drove him to say and do the things that eventually drove fueled the New York rumor mill, and took him straight into the arms of the cops and a clever reporter.


  Buchanan appealed the guilty verdict as far as he could. Eventually, his final appeal failed.


  On July 2, 1895, just like Carlyle Harris two years beforehand, he made that short, lonely walk to the same electric chair at Sing Sing, where he died, not much more successful than the much maligned medical student, after all.


  The Great Swope Poison Mystery


  The sprawling Swope mansion, a gray, three-story turreted-and-porticoed monument to gloomy Victorian grandeur amid acres of sweeping lawns in Independence, Missouri half a century ago, was a choice spot for evil doings. Its long, dismal hallways, its dark, creaking stairways and the unexpected nooks and crannies scattered throughout its fifty-odd rooms, offered a killer all that could be asked for in the way of privacy for deadly work. It was here that a doctor—one of three doctors who had the motive and the opportunity—took to poison and practically decimated a big household. The big question was whether or not he had had inside help in his lethal work.


  When, in the fall of 1909, Fate flipped open the book on what was to turn out to be the most singular poison mystery in the annals of modern American crime, Colonel Thomas B. Swope, the patriarch of a doomed household, was, by all odds, the most popular citizen of Missouri. A handsome, pink-cheeked big widower of eighty-two, his smooth baldish pate set off by carefully-barbered temple hair, Swope was a multi-millionaire. He had, as a youthful graduate of Yale University and a soldier of fortune from Kentucky, where he had acquired that colonelcy, grabbed some dirt-cheap acreage in Missouri and eventually found himself with a fortune in Kansas City real estate.
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  Thomas Swope. (Library of Congress)


  



  Kansas City, in the early decades of the Twentieth Century, was quite a wild place. Known as the “Paris of the Plains” or “Cowtown,” it also had the nickname of “Crime City, USA. K.C. had the reputation as “one of the cleanest dirty towns in the country.” Perched on the edge of a western frontier that had now closed, Kansas City was home to gambling halls, nightclubs, and gangsters from out of town. Yet they were all expected to behave themselves and play by the rules of the local political machines. Even rival politicians and upstanding businessmen were given leeway as long as they greased the proper palms and didn’t stray from their turf.


  But even the most conscientious rackets can have their dark side. So here was a city that attracted penny-ante grifters and high rollers alike. The local political machine—the same one that would eventually propel Harry S. Truman to the Presidency later in the century—happily tolerated gangsters. They appreciated their business after all. So as long as the goons behaved themselves and didn’t cause any public headaches and require the police department to occasionally appear to be cracking down on crime, almost anything went. In a state in which gambling was clearly illegal, for example, it was common to see craps tables in the front windows of nightclubs, betting windows in hotel lobbies, and race results posted in pool halls and drugstores.


  Though technically illegal, horse racing was big business and tracks operated openly. To get around the minor annoyance of legality, bettors placed their wagers at a window marked “Donations” and received their winnings at another window marked “Refunds.”


  Old Swope, however, ran counter to the gangster currents of the day. A cultivated, cultured man, he was the personification of all that was good and decent about his town. So maybe it was inevitable that something had to give.


  Each day, the natty, spry old Kentucky Colonel, who was seldom very far from a stone jug of bourbon, drove a horse and buggy to an office he maintained in nearby Kansas City. He was always accompanied’ by a 60-year-old cousin, Moss Hunton, who lived at the estate.


  Hunton, a wizened little character with a dry banker-type voice and white piping on his vests, was the executor of Swope’s will. Swope was leaving three million dollars to his two sons and the four daughters of his late brother. Under terms of the will, if one beneficiary died, the survivors were to equally divide the share of the deceased.


  Colonel Swope had originally come to Missouri with a younger brother, Logan, who had died a decade before the arch-killer got busy. Upon Logan’s death, his widow and their four daughters had moved in with the Colonel and his two sons. Since the Colonel was by that time a widower, he had given his brother’s widow—a sharp-tongued bitchy little matriarch—the job of running a residence with a large staff of maids, kitchen help and grounds-keepers.
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  The Swope Mansion, Circa 1910


  



  Both of the Colonel’s sons were bachelors and only one of the four nieces, Frances, had reached the age to get married. Frances, a rather plain type with a volcano of a temper under a placid front, had, five years before the murders got under way, been swept off her feet by Doctor Bennett Clark Hyde, a handsome physician now in his early thirties. Doctor Hyde, a jovial, cigar-smoking personality boy, had originally been considerably less than the apple of Swope’s eye.


  “The young son of a bitch,” the plain-spoken Swope had said when Hyde first popped up with an eye on Frances, “is after money.” But Hyde had brushed the old boy’s opposition with a hearty chuckle and married the heiress anyway.
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  Clarke Hyde and Frances Swope Hyde, Circa 1910


  



  As time passed, Doctor Hyde had made considerable progress. He had not only displaced the regular Swope family doctor but, with his adoring wife, had moved right into a wing of the mansion. Never a fellow to take anybody or anything too seriously, the almost-constantly-grinning Hyde, who was in line for the presidency of the Jackson County Medical Society when the murders started, used to refer to the Swope place, when breaking open a bottle with his Kansas City colleagues, as Uncle Tom’s Cabin.


  One morning in September, 1909, Moss Hunton didn’t appear for breakfast at 7 o’clock sharp. The breakfast had been in progress for a short time when somebody asked where he was.


  “He has a little fever this morning,” answered Doctor Hyde, “and I’m keeping him in bed. I’ve given him something for it.”


  “Nothing serious, then?” asked Tom Swope, Junior, the older of the Colonel’s two mature sons.


  “No, nothing serious.”


  Chrisman Swope, the younger son, was a pleasant-looking fellow in his late twenties, a sort of a lily who neither toiled nor spun. Young Tom was a soldier of fortune type who had, among other things, done silver mining in Nevada but had come home to start a stock farm outside of Independence. He had lost his right arm in an explosion some ten years previously, while working as a chemist.


  Hunton’s condition grew worse instead of better. Doctor Hyde and Colonel Swope, the latter so worried about Hunton that he was not going into the office, were sitting in the library one morning talking things over. Hyde had just suggested to Old Swope that they call in another doctor for a consultation when, happening to glance out into the dark hallway leading to a flight of stairs, he saw movement.


  “Who’s there?” Hyde called out.


  “It’s only me,” came a timid voice.


  “Who?”


  “Me. Chessing.”


  “Come in here, Chessing,” Hyde snapped, “and let us know what you’re up to.”


  In shuffled a kindly-looking, gray-bearded old African-American in faded blue overalls. He was Chessing Hatred Jordan, the head gardener who had worked for Colonel Swope in Kansas City before Swope had come to the outskirts. Chessing was, among other things, an herb doctor. It was one day to be revealed that he had taken Swope for a genuine bundle by making up special herb medicines for him.


  Doctor Jordan, as some people called Chessing, told Doctor Hyde he had only been trying to help Hunton.


  “How?” asked Hyde.


  “By giving him this.” The herb doctor reached into his overalls and handed Doctor Hyde a medicine bottle filled with a greenish liquid.


  Hyde uncorked the bottle and sniffed it. “What the hell is this, anyway, Chessing?” he asked.


  “Mr. Swope here,” answered the old gardener, “will tell you.”


  “It’s all right,” Swope said, taking the bottle. “Maybe this wouldn’t have helped Moss but it’s stuff like this that sure fixes up a lot of things you regular doctors can’t cure.”


  Now the herb doctor was dismissed, to go back to his outside chores, not to get up to the second floor—not that day, anyway. Swope toyed with the bottle of green stuff until the herb doctor was out of sight.


  “Now where were we?” he then said to Hyde. “Oh, yes: about another doctor. Call in our old one. Twyman.”


  Hyde was leaving the library when he happened to turn back to glance at Swope. As he did, Swope was drinking from the bottle of green stuff.


  The previous family doctor, G. T. Twyman, arrived. He was an elderly, mustachioed man in stiff tweeds and smelling faintly of medication. He had hardly spoken to Hyde since Hyde had displaced him. In fact, he made no bones about the fact that he despised Hyde. He followed Hyde up to Hunton’s room. Hunton was lying on a four-poster, the sheets kicked off, a white flannel nightgown up over his spindly legs, staring glassy-eyed at the ceiling. Opening his bag, Doctor Twyman took out his instruments and began to examine the patient. Hunton couldn’t seem to answer any of Twyman’s questions; the man seemed to be semi-conscious.


  The examination over, Twyman motioned Hyde out into the hallway.


  “The patient,” he said, “should have had day and night nurses. He’s at death’s door.”


  “What’s your diagnosis, Doctor?” Hyde asked.


  “It looks like typhoid,” answered Twyman. “Whatever it is, it’s pretty far along.”


  “What do you suggest?”


  “I’ll prescribe something,” answered Twyman. “But I’m afraid about all we can do at this stage is pray.”


  The prescription and the prayers did no good. Two days later, Moss Hunton, screaming so loudly that he could be heard out in the street, died. The two physicians ascribed death to typhoid fever.


  Little more than a fortnight after Hunton had checked out, old Swope complained of not feeling very well, unusual for him. “It’s all that whisky you’ve been putting away for years,” Doctor Hyde said with a grin. “Better go to bed for a day or two and I’ll give you something to fix you up.”


  Old Swope took to his bed, with a jug of bourbon under it to cancel out the bitter November wind that was coming out of a slate sky and rattling the windows. Doctor Twyman, very much back in the picture, was checking in to take a look at the patient morning, noon and night, and Hyde, mindful of what had happened to Hunton, wasn’t going to his office at all.


  On the fourth day after Swope had been stricken, the two doctors were talking before a glowing fire in the library fireplace.


  “His fever seems to be going up,” Twyman was saying.


  “Yes,” answered Hyde. “Doesn’t it.”


  “What do you think it might be?” asked Twyman. “Typhoid again?”


  Hyde didn’t speak. He just stood there, looking at his cigar, and nodded.


  Hyde suggested that they administer to the patient an antitoxin that was usually employed in typhoid cases. Twyman concurred. In addition to the anti-toxin, Twyman prescribed a box of capsules for the patient, capsules that were one day to be discussed by newspaper readers the length and breadth of the land.


  The capsules were delivered from a Kansas City drug store in a blue box. The day after they were delivered, to be kept on a small table alongside of Swope’s bed, one of three nurses working in shifts around the clock noticed that the color of blue in the capsule box had changed. The capsules had been delivered in a powder-blue box. Now, though, the color of blue in the box was somewhat darker than powder blue. The nurse thought nothing, at the time, about her observation.


  About two weeks after Swope had taken to his bed, his condition, which had grown progressively worse, with constant vomiting, took a real nose dive. The old man, semi-conscious and babbling now, began to scream, especially in the night. It was now that the forbidding gray mansion took on the overtones of one of the overdrawn ten-twenty-thirty melodramas of the era. Shadowy figures slunk along the dismal passageways of the three floors, especially the floor where the old millionaire was nearing his end.


  What most of those slinking figures wanted, of course, was nothing more sinister than up-to-the-second news of the patient’s condition. The two doctors, who weren’t giving out much information around the household, were almost constantly in the sick room. Some members of the household were later to say that they put an ear to the closed sickroom door in the hope of getting some real word.


  On a gloomy Sunday evening, October 3, 1909, at a few minutes after 7 o’clock, Swope began to thrash around more violently than ever. Then he curled up and died.


  The two doctors, at the bedside with one of the nurses, just stood there for a few seconds looking at Swope. When Twyman applied the stethoscope and confirmed the death, he straightened up and said to Hyde, “Funny thing, but the antitoxin and the medicine didn’t have the slightest effect. It usually does, even when we lose a typhoid patient in the long run.”


  “I’m puzzled, too,” said Hyde. “But I’m even more puzzled about something else.”


  “And what’s that, Doctor?”


  “Where the hell the typhoid is coming from in this house.”


  They practically locked up Kansas City the day they said good-bye to the old Colonel. Schools were closed so that the children could pay proper respects to the man who had presented the citizens with Swope Park.


  Everybody, the killer included, sat in at the reading of the will. The two sons and the four nieces, the youngest of whom was fourteen, made no bones about breathing sighs of relief when they learned that there had been no final-hour changes in the document. All the help around the place was remembered, too, as was Doctor Twyman.


  It was seven weeks after Colonel Swope had checked out that his sister-in-law, who was now in charge of everything, decided that the time had come to end the period of mourning. So, on Saturday, November 20, Mrs. Swope set about preparing for an elaborate dinner next day. The Swope Sunday dinners were famous in the region and Mrs. Swope announced that the one on the morrow was going to top them all—and it sure did.


  All day on the Saturday, the matriarch was practically a blur as she bustled in and out of the kitchen, supervising things and taking a spoonful of this, a lick of that and a sniff of something else for the next day’s meal. The dessert at the dinner that Sunday was custard, a special-recipe pudding that was a great favorite with all the Swopes fifty-two Sundays a year.


  The custard was always made on Saturday and placed to cool and set in the kitchen in special dishes for individual members of the family. Not having tasted the popular custard since the Colonel’s death, the diners tackled it with a singular gusto this particular Sunday. And well they might have. For, in view of what was to happen before another Sunday rolled around, this was custard’s last stand.


  The meal was over at a little past 2 o’clock. Doctor Hyde, pulling his heavy gold watch from a vest pocket, remarked to his wife, “I’ve got to go into Kansas City to look at a patient.” When, about two hours later, Hyde returned, most of the family was just getting around after their after-dinner naps. Chrisman, the younger of the two brothers, was doing quite a lot of belching.


  “What seems to be wrong?” Hyde asked. Chrisman patted his stomach. “I’ve got a funny feeling here,” he said.


  Hyde’s wife was staring at her husband. “You seem to be breathing hard, Bennett,” she said. “Is something wrong with you?”


  “Oh, I seem to be a little short of breath,” said the Doctor, brushing his wife’s query. “It’ll pass over.”


  “But your face seems very red.”


  During the next few days, things around the Swope place grew worse. Doctor Hyde’s indisposition seemed to hang on. Chrisman couldn’t seem to stop that belching. And several others who had been at that Sunday feast were feeling generally punk. The following Sunday only four persons appeared at the table where there had been eleven happy diners the previous Sabbath.


  This Sunday, the only ones at the table were the old lady, Doctor Hyde and his wife, and young Tom Swope, the one-armed adventurer who had once been a chemist back when he had two arms. The missing seven—Chrisman Swope, the three younger sisters of Mrs. Hyde, and the three women house guests—were bedded on the second floor. So was one of the maids.


  The meal this Sunday was quite simple. No custard pudding for dessert. Doctor Twyman, who had been summoned by Doctor Hyde earlier in the week and who was racing through the second-floor hallways almost constantly, had gone into Kansas City to get a chemist’s report on a sample of the water from the Swope cistern that he had taken for analysis several days before. He popped in just as the meal was coming to an end.


  “The water in this place is absolutely free of typhoid,” he announced to the four persons at the table. Hyde, chewing on a piece of food, lapsed into thought. Swallowing the food, he said to Twyman, “There may be no typhoid in the water but there’s typhoid somewhere around here.”


  “Exactly what do you mean?” asked Twyman


  “Just this: it’s too early to know definitely yet but from the way Chrisman’s acting I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s coming down with what Uncle Tom and Hunton died of.” More prophetic words, as it turned out, were never spoken.


  Alarm seeming to suffuse his face, Twyman asked Hyde, “And those others? Those seven others who’re in their beds?” Hyde shrugged.


  “We’ll just have to wait and see.”


  Doctor Hyde had mentioned nothing about more typhoid until now. The three others at the table merely sat there staring at him. Hyde had, until now, been his usual cheerful self. Suddenly, though, he seemed to be plunged into Stygian gloom.


  Rising from the table, Doctor Hyde went to the second floor with Doctor Twyman. The two doctors walked into room after room—all eight of the rooms where the stricken ones lay in various stages of danger. The dark hallways were blurred by moving blobs of white as four stout nurses, covering the eight patients, bustled from room to room. Hyde looked bad enough to take to bed himself.


  For another week, the two doctors clumped through the drafty hallways, around the clock, fighting a losing battle against the progress of the uneven conflict. Then one night in the middle of December, a month after he had been stricken, Chrisman Swope called it a life. Typhoid fever, or so it seemed, again.


  After the funeral, back at the mansion, the air was thick enough to carve with a knife. The members of a household that had been reduced by three in less than three months were now openly wondering who would be next.


  “I’m not too hopeful for the two youngest girls,” Doctor Twyman told old Mrs. Swope. And Doctor Hyde told the old girl that he wouldn’t give a nickel for the survival chances of two of the guests. An epidemic of typhoid fever, it seemed, was sweeping through the Swope mansion yet skipping every other house in the entire State of Missouri.


  Late in the afternoon of December 18, a week after the funeral of the third victim, the four nurses in the house appeared in the library, in a body, and demanded to see Old Mrs. Swope. The old girl bustled in, measuring the nurses from behind rimless glasses.


  “And what,” she asked Annie Houlihan, the leader of the nurses, “can I do for all of you?”


  “Mrs. Swope,” said Annie, a belligerent woman with a long nose, “people in this house are being murdered!”


  Mrs. Swope blinked and shook her head as if not certain that she had heard right. So Annie repeated her words, this time louder.


  Mrs. Swope just sat there, blinking, seemingly unable to find her voice. “We are leaving.” Annie went on. She made a gesture embracing the other three women in white uniforms. “All four of us.”


  “You can’t do that!” said Mrs. Swope.


  “Oh, yes we can. And when we tell the Medical Society why we’ve left you’ll not be able to get another nurse to set foot in this place.”


  The old lady got up and began to walk up and down. “You said people are being murdered in this house,” she was saying to Annie Houlihan “Who are you accusing of such a horrible thing?”


  “You really want to know?”


  “Of course.”


  “Doctor Hyde!” Mrs. Swope just stood there glaring at the nurse.


  “My son-in-law? A murderer! You don’t realize what you’re saying!”


  “Oh, but don’t we!”


  “What proof do you have?”


  “He’s the one who’s putting all those people up on the second floor at death’s door.” Annie said. Then she gave a go-ahead nod to one of the other nurses.


  “The typhoid cases in this house are different than any typhoid we’ve ever been out nursing on,” said the other nurse. “The patients in this house are all vomiting and they seem to be in great pain. That’s more like poison than typhoid.”


  “All of us here,” Annie resumed, “have caught Doctor Hyde administering hypodermic needles to the patients when he didn’t know we were looking—and at times when the needles weren’t called for.”


  Doctor Hyde was out of the house while this was going on.


  But Doctor Twyman came down from the second floor and walked into the library just as Mrs. Swope was asking Annie if Twyman knew about her charges.


  “Yes,” Twyman cut in, “I’ve known for several days. This is all so serious that we’ve not been able to decide to bring it out into the open until now.”


  “Why,” Mrs. Swope asked Doctor Twyman, “didn’t you come to me instead of having these nurses come?”


  “They’re the ones who’ve seen all this—not I.”


  “Well,” Annie Houlihan pressed, “who leaves this house? Doctor Hyde or us?”


  “Give me the opportunity to talk to Doctor Hyde, in the presence of my daughter, when he returns from Kansas City.”


  Less than an hour later, Hyde, his wife, and his mother-in-law were sitting in the library, the door closed.


  “Bennett,” Mrs. Swope began to Doctor Hyde. “I have something very unpleasant to take up with you.” Turning to Mrs. Hyde, the old lady said: “And Frances, I want you to hear everything.”


  Now Mrs. Swope broke the bad news. Hyde took it calmly. But not nearly as calmly as his wife. Hyde lighted a fresh cigar before uttering a word. Then he said,


  “Mother, this whole thing is, of course, a damnable lie. But I’m not so worried about the false charge against me, which I’ll have no trouble proving false, as I am about something else.”


  “And what’s that, Bennett?”


  “That if there is anything strange going on in this household, and I’m frank to say I’ve been wondering if there is, it’s Twyman who’s behind it.”


  “How do you mean, Bennett?”


  “Why, Twyman hated Colonel Swope and he hated Mr. Manton because he found out they weren’t going to leave him as much as he had hoped for and were perhaps going to cut him off altogether.” Hyde looked at his cigar. “And,” he went on, “he’s hated the rest of the family, too. And me, especially, because I replaced him as the family physician.”


  Old Lady Swope asked her son-in-law for his comments on what the nurses were saying about the symptoms of the patients and the extra injections.


  “What those nurses know about symptoms and treatments and what I know,” said Hyde, “are two different things.”


  Mrs. Swope turned to Mrs. Hyde and asked her daughter what she was thinking.


  “I’m thinking,” answered Mrs. Hyde, “that casting the slightest kind of suspicion on my husband is positively outrageous.”


  “Bennett,” Mrs. Swope said to her son-in-law, “I won’t be able to get any trained nurses to take care of the sick folks upstairs unless you withdraw from the cases.”


  “Then,” said Hyde, not raising his voice, “you’re siding with the others and against me.”


  “I didn’t say that. But my first duty is to see that the nurses stay in this house.”


  “With Twyman in the house, too? Not to mention-that old herb doctor?”


  “I’ll keep an eye on both of them,” said the not-so-merry widow.


  “In that case,” said Hyde, his tone sharp now for the first time, “I’m not only leaving the cases. I’m leaving this house.” Hyde turned to his wife, about to speak, but she spoke first.


  “Bennett,” she said, “a duty of a wife is to be with her husband. I’m leaving this house with you.”


  “Do you,” Mrs. Swope asked Mrs. Hyde, “mean that you are leaving your mother?”


  The answer was yes.


  Doctor Hyde left the mansion ahead of his wife and had to trudge through some fresh snow to get to the street. Nurse Houlihan was standing at a front upstairs window, behind a lace curtain, her gaze focused on him. Now Doctor Hyde did something that was to solve the mystery. Turning around, apparently to see if anybody was looking and not seeing anyone, he reached into a pocket, dropped something in the snow, and stepped on it. This was the little piece of business, three murders too late, that was to lead to the identity of the arch-killer of the gloomy mansion.


  Dashing outside as soon as Doctor Hyde was out of sight, Annie Houlihan retrieved what the physician had dropped. It was a capsule. Annie, who had been the nurse in attendance to Old Swope, saw that it was yellowish in color, the same color of the capsules that had been in the box at Colonel Swope’s bedside. This of course was the box that had, Annie had noticed at the time, changed in color, overnight, from a light to a darker shade of blue.


  Turning the capsule over to Old Mrs. Swope, Annie, and everybody else in the house, sat it out for a couple of days. Then a chemical analysis of the capsule reached the mansion. The capsule that Doctor Hyde had discarded contained cyanide of potassium, a poison that, over a period of time, slowly administered, would cause vomiting, severe stomach pains, and eventual death. The boxes of capsules at the Colonel’s bedside had been switched. Deadly poison had been substituted for medicine.


  The corpses of Colonel Swope, Hunton and Chrisman Swope were secretly exhumed. All three dead men were shot through with cyanide of potassium.


  The stricken patients, all seven of them, had, analyses showed, been put on diets of cyanide. The sudden withdrawal of the poison had shunted them to the road to recovery, away from the path to death which, for most or all of them, had been only days or a week distant.


  Doctor Hyde, living with his wife in a rented house not far from the Swope place, was going about practice as usual, his chuckling, and hearty self. Every day or so, Mrs. Swope would go around to the Hyde place, when she knew the Doctor wasn’t there, to try not only to patch things up with her daughter but to attempt to lay the dreadful facts before her.


  All she got for her pains was the front door opened a crack, then slammed in her face. Finally, she gave up trying.


  Now began a long struggle: the Swopes on one side, the Hydes on the other. During this time, Old Lady Swope hired James A. Reed, former Prosecuting Attorney of Jackson County and ex-Mayor of Kansas City (and later to be a United States Senator from Missouri), to build a case against her son-in-law. So, with not a line in the newspapers yet, Reed, along with a couple of investigators from his law office, got busy. Meantime, a special grand jury went into secret session to listen to the Swopes and to whatever evidence Reed dug up.


  First thing Reed’s men learned was that Hyde had, prior to Hunton’s coming down with typhoid, purchased some typhoid bacilli from a Kansas City physician. His explanation had been that he wanted to do some experimenting in a make-shift laboratory in his office.


  More than two months after Hyde had acquired the bacilli—after the Hunton and Swope deaths and immediately following the outbreak of the epidemic in the mansion—the doctor who had sold the bacilli to Hyde happened to drop into his office. No bacilli.


  “I’ve had a theft,” Hyde had explained.


  “When?” the other doctor had asked.


  “Oh, a couple of months ago. I’ve been afraid to say anything for fear of being accused of carelessness.” Hyde had lapsed into thought before continuing: “My only hope is that somebody has not stolen this bacilli for deadly purposes.”


  The details of the alleged plot began to emerge along about now. Doctor Hyde had planted typhoid bacilli in the food at the Swope place. Then, when the typhoid had taken effect, he had slipped cyanide to his victims. The typhoid covered it until Twyman and the nurses had begun to notice symptoms of the poison.


  Ex-Mayor Reed’s pair of men located a poison book in one Kansas City drug store disclosing that Doctor Hyde had purchased cyanide of potassium just prior to each of the first two deaths and then prior to the epidemic at the Swope place. He had explained to the druggist that he wanted the poison to kill some rats that were originating in a building next to the one where he had his office and coming through some pipes to his place.


  The druggist took his poison book to the grand jury room, then returned with it to his drugstore. That night, the drug store and everything in it, including the poison book, mysteriously burned to the ground. A couple of nights later the same thing happened to the building where Hyde had claimed the rats had originated.


  One of the kitchen help at the mansion recalled having seen Doctor Hyde slipping out of the kitchen on the Saturday night before the day that custard was served.


  “If you mention seeing me here,” he had threatened the menial, “I’ll see to it that you’re discharged.”


  Two of the maids had, from time to time after the onset of the plague, seen Doctor Hyde sneaking along the second-floor hallways.


  “Hs always tried to hide his face from me,” said one of the maids.


  The grand jury, pondering everything, handed up indictments charging Doctor Hyde with fatally poisoning Moss Hunton, Colonel Swope and Chrisman Swope and with intent to murder three other Swopes, three house guests and a maid. Taken into custody, Hyde’s bail was set at one hundred thousand dollars, an absolute fortune in the first decade of the Twentieth Century. But his wife – heiress to much of the Swope fortune—produced it before he got his cell warm. The doctor, charged with murder for profit, went on a five-week trial seven months after Moss Hunton had died.


  Future-Senator Reed now managed to arrange for a special prosecutor to try Doctor Hyde. But Reed ran into some bad luck. The fire in the drug store that burned that poison book had most certainly burned up a vital piece of evidence for Reed. Then the voluminous notes of the grand jury, which Reed was heavily depending on, were strangely stolen right from the courtroom. To top everything, Doctor Twyman, a vital witness for justice, died right before he was to testify: curiously enough, of natural causes.


  Not that vital evidence against Hyde didn’t remain. There was the testimony of the nurses. There was that switched box in the death room. There was the cyanide capsule that the nurse had seen Doctor Hyde dropping. There was the testimony of the survivors.


  Meanwhile, Swope’s body lay in state at the Kansas City Public Library where thousands of mourners paid their respects. Until a tomb could be prepared in Swope Park where Swope had requested burial, he lay in a holding vault.


  The jury was out for three days. A jovial Doctor Hyde held court in the courtroom. The jury came in with a verdict of guilty. But it recommended life instead of death.


  “It’s all a mistake,” lamented Hyde, accepting a kiss from his wife. Out on that high bail, Doctor Hyde continued to practice medicine while his attorneys made the air white with motions for a new trial. It took them three years, but they got it. But by that time, Reed had become the US Senator from Missouri.


  The second trial produced a hung jury. More time passed. Then, at its third try for Hyde, in April, 1917, seven years after the first attempt, Jackson County ran into bad luck and Hyde came into some good fortune.


  The jury had just been selected when the money necessary for the continuance of the trial was not forthcoming. So the indictments against Doctor Hyde were nol-prossed. The man who unquestionably had committed three murders and planned seven more walked out of the courtroom free. Hyde was involved in money no matter how you looked at it. The reason the County couldn’t finance his third trial was that it had gone into debt with his first two.


  The closest we were ever to know how Frances Swope Hyde finally felt about her spouse’s guilt was when she said, after he was freed:


  “It was never a question of my husband’s guilt or innocence; sticking with him was always a matter of a wife’s sacred duty.” Indeed, times have changed.


  Eight and a half years after his death, Col. Thomas Swope was finally interred laid to rest in Swope Park. On April 8, 1918 he was buried high on a hill amid a forest of trees, overlooking his gift to Kansas City. Almost a century later, his remains still lie beneath a Greek temple of white granite, guarded by a pair of stone lions.


  Three years after his ultimate acquittal, Doctor Hyde, charged with “cruelty and violence,” was divorced by his wife. He wound up for all his pains, without what he had started out for. His wife had paid for his defense but she hung on tightly to the rest of the inheritance. Doctor Hyde returned to his home town of Lexington, Missouri. The son of a Baptist minister, he had, before taking up medicine, considered preparing for the pulpit. Now he considered the religious life again. But the higher-ups of the Baptist Church strongly advised him against the pulpit. So he resumed the practice of medicine in Lexington.


  As for James Reed, the original prosecutor of Hyde, he went on to some interesting things. In 1910, he became the United States Senate from Missouri as a Democrat. He served in the Senate until 1929, when he retired. Thereupon, he returned to the practice of law.


  In 1921, Reed represented Henry Ford in Shapiro v. Ford, a federal libel lawsuit, brought by Aaron Shapiro, leader of the American husbandry movement, better known as The Grange. Through his newspaper, The Dearborn Independent, Ford had published a series of articles containing excerpts from his book, The International Jew, which amongst other allegations, contended that Shapiro, who was Jewish, and the American husbandry movement were part of an international Jewish conspiracy to defraud American farmers. Reed lost the case.


  In March 1931, Reed was also the attorney for Myrtle Bennett, who had shot her husband John Bennett, a fragrance salesman. The trial, held in Jackson County, Missouri, courthouse, the same venue as the Swope trials, received world-wide coverage.


  Then things got really crazy. During the trial Reed discovered that his mistress, Nell Donnelly Reed, a married woman, was two months pregnant with his child. Donnelly’s husband had threatened to kill himself if she ever became pregnant since he was unable to have children. Reed refused to divorce his wife of four decades, especially to marry an Irishwoman. Donnelly travelled to Europe and returned several months later with a supposedly adopted son named David, born September 10, 1931. Reed and Donnelly agreed not to take any further steps until his wife died.


  In December 1931 Donnelly and her chauffeur were abducted at gunpoint and held for ransom. Reed, an ex U.S. Senator now, closely involved himself in the case, and was desperate to see his paramour free and unharmed.


  Remember that thriving underworld mentioned earlier? Reed knew who to call. Reed employed the assistance of a man named John Lazia, who had emerged in the last decade as a major figure in the Kansas organized crime scene, to help find Donnelly.
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  John Lazia, dark suit, with entourage

  in K.C., circa 1930


  



  Lazia, known as “Brother John,” locally controlled everything from refreshment stands to gambling in the wide-open Kansas City of the era. He was also head of the influential North Side Democratic Club, a nightclub owner, a high-stakes gambler, and racketeer. The dapper Lazia—sort of an early edition of John Gotti—even kept an office at police headquarters.


  Obviously then, the mob boys knew how to get things done. They found Donnelly within two days. The subsequent court cases led to three men being imprisoned for the crime and the controversial acquittal of a fourth who claimed to have thought he was abducting someone else.


  After Reed’s wife died in 1932, Donnelly divorced her husband and the two were married in December 1933. Johnny Lazia passed away shortly thereafter, coming out on the short end of a machine-gun-sawed-off shotgun underworld hit.


  And for fourteen years, Doctor Hyde continued his medical practice. He never married again and, when not treating patients, led a very secluded life. He remained his old, cheerful self, on the surface anyway, with always a hopeful word and a hearty chuckle for even the dying patients. Far above the rough and tumble atmosphere of Kansas City, Hyde quickly caused most home-town citizens to forget about the Swope crimes, with which our Midwestern tale began. And of course the newspapers moved along to other things.


  On a night in 1934, when he was in his sixty-sixth year, and looking a good fifteen years younger, Doctor Hyde walked into the editorial rooms of the Advertiser-News to get the election returns. He was chatting amiably with several local politicians also gathered at the paper when he suddenly gasped, clutched his heart and dropped to the floor.


  Breathing his last, still conscious, Doctor Hyde obviously knew the end was at hand. And maybe he had done some soul searching across the decades. In all the quarter of a century since the horror in the Swope mansion, Doctor Bennett Clark Hyde had never made one slip of the tongue. Now, though, just as Hyde took his last breath, one man leaning close to him heard three words that just could have constituted a lapsus linguae:


  “God forgive me.”


  More murder! Bonus stories:


  
The Rattlesnake Man Who Married Too Often


  In the merry month of May, 1935, a pair of cooing newlyweds – known as Mr. and Mrs. Robert James—moved into a precious little rented bungalow in the settlement of La Canada, in the foothills of California’s Sierra Madre Mountains. Not long afterwards, the neighbors sat up and took notice. Along toward 10 o’clock each evening, strange cries and wails would emanate from the bungalow, the cries of a man who seemed to be in the throes of a mixture of extreme pain and unalloyed joy.


  Since the James bungalow was pretty well screened from prying eyes by luxuriant hedges, the neighbors were unable to slake their thirst for the facts until Major Alfred Dinsley, a retired English Army officer who was in residence on an adjacent property, delegated himself a committee of one to find out just what was going on.


  The Major, a sputtering Colonel Blimp type, slipped through the hedges one night and, peering with binoculars through an open window into a well-lighted bedroom, got an eyeful.


  “The lady’s got an ’orsewhip,” the Major reported to his wife, “and she chases ’im around the bedroom lashing the bloody ’ell out of ’im.”


  “Are they naked when they do these things, Alfred?” asked the Major’s wife.


  “Stark! Bloody well stark!”


  “And the gentleman likes to be whipped like that?”


  Robert James, the Major replied, was undoubtedly mad about getting lashed by the whip.


  “Oh!” gurgled the Major. “You can see that the man’s excited!”


  James was, in the delicate words of our time, a masochist—someone who has to be physically abused in order to be sexually aroused.


  The neighbors took the news in stride. After all, they lived not far from Hollywood, the citadel of unique nocturnal shenanigans.


  Mrs. James, the former Mary Bush, was twenty-five, fifteen years younger than her husband. She was a willowy drug-store blonde and so dumb that she not only didn’t know the time of day but was never dead certain what day of the week it was. James, a barrel-chested six footer with a pasty face, auburn hair and crafty champagne-colored eyes, was the proprietor of a flossy five-chair barber shop at the corner of Eighth and Olive Streets, in downtown Los Angeles, about an hour’s drive from La Canada.


  Mary Bush had, for a short time before her marriage to James, worked as a manicurist in his shop. A doll with a low boiling point, she had started to simmer the very first day she had gone to work for the barber. Now, everybody in the neighborhood, and the cop on the beat, knew she was knitting tiny garments.


  At half past eight on the night of August 5, three months after the Bob Jameses had settled in La Canada, James, honking his horn, pulled into the driveway with a couple of friends who had driven out from Los Angeles with him. The bride was not at the door to greet them. She was out in the garden, lying face down in six inches of water in a lily pond.


  A couple of flatfeet and a doctor from the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s office came out to look things over. Just routine. Bob James had opened his barber shop, an hour away, at 8 in the morning and never left it until 6 that evening when he had driven home with the two friends.


  Major Dinsley, the old news bag, had, he admitted, been peering through the hedges at 8 o’clock that morning and seen Mrs. James out in the garden, near the lily pond, watering some flowers.


  The doctor decided that since Mrs. James had been an expectant mother, she had suffered a dizzy spell and fallen face downward into the lily pond and been drowned. The left leg of the pregnant bride was swollen to twice normal size. The doctor, hardly an ambulating Mayo Clinic in the realm of diagnosis, decided that Mrs. James had probably been bitten by an insect of some kind.


  And that wrapped it up. Almost.


  One morning in November, three months after the death of Mary James, Captain of Detectives Jack Southard of the Los Angeles District Attorney’s office, swallowed a piece of breakfast toast almost whole when he saw an item in The Los Angeles Times.


  The item stated that an insurance company was contesting a claim of ten grand by Bob James for the accidental death of his wife on the grounds that Mary Bush had not been legally married to James when the policy was issued. Southard, a lean, boyish-looking fellow in his thirties, given to white shirts and tightly knotted neckties, left his breakfast unfinished and drove to the offices of the insurance company.


  “What’s this about that James case?” Southard asked a detective in the insurance offices.


  There wasn’t much to it except that the barber hadn’t been legally married to the manicurist when he took out that policy. It seemed that James had gotten the blonde pregnant before a divorce decree from a previous wife had become final. So he had gone through a fake marriage ceremony with Miss Bush, who had insisted upon becoming an honest woman, and taken out the insurance on her. Then, when his divorce decree became final, he had legally married her.


  Thus, although James and the manicurist were legally married when she wound up face down in the lily pond, they had not been legitimately knotted when the insurance was taken out.


  “We’re going to offer James thirty-five hundred,” said the insurance man. “He’s up to his ears in debt and we think he’ll grab it.”


  Southard wanted to know the details of the barber’s fake marriage to the manicurist. That splicing had come about as a result of one of those preposterous situations indigenous to the City of the Angels. James had been in a bar near his barber shop one evening, taking on a load, when he happened to notice a bar fly with a deceptively pious-looking face.


  “How’d you like to make fifty bucks easy?” James murmured to the bar fly, not looking at the fellow but studying his reflection in the mirror behind the bar.


  “What I got to do?” asked the bar fly.


  “Just make believe you’re a minister and marry me and a woman.”


  “I ain’t got to shoot nobody or nuthin’?”


  “Nope. That’s all there is to it. Just fake a wedding.”


  A couple of nights later, after the barber shop had closed for the day, the bar fly, a fellow named Joe Riegel, turned up wearing a collar backwards and clutching a Gideon bible filched from a hotel room.


  “Here I am,” he said when James let him in. Seeing Mary Bush sitting in one of the barber chairs, he extended his hand and bore down on her. “I’m the Reverend Riegel,” he announced. The fraudulent parson then made short work of tying the illegal knot, grabbing his fifty bucks and beating it.


  Jack Southard went to the Sheriff’s office and briefed himself on the known facts surrounding the lily pond death. His instinct told him that the picture wasn’t exactly in focus. So he drove out to La Canada.


  Two things bothered Southard, that swelling of Mary James’ left leg and the testimony of Major Dinsley. Southard wondered if that swollen leg, and the cause of the swelling, had been a contributing factor in the blonde’s death. And he wondered if Major Dinsley could possibly have been mistaken about the time he had seen Mary James alive.


  The Major glowered at the young cop when Southard asked him if he was dead certain about the time element. “Of course I’m certain,” roared the Major. “Bloody well certain.”


  Driving back to L. A., Southard wondered if he wasn’t perhaps being too suspicious about things. Cops, he knew, sometimes develop such a cynical view of life that they look with jaundiced eyes at their own mothers.


  A few weeks later, Bob James grabbed that settlement from the insurance company. Then, one morning in March, 1936, seven months after l’affaire lily pond, another detective walked into the office of Jack Southard.


  “Hey, Jack. Remember that fellow James?”


  “Uh-huh. What about him?”


  “He’s just been pinched for accosting a girl.”


  Bob James, who presided over the chair nearest the window in his shop, had been lathering a customer’s face when his attention wandered to an attractive doll standing on the corner of Eighth and Olive. James laid down his brush, exchanged his barber’s white coat for the one matching his pants, and headed for the door.


  “Hey,” yelled the man in the chair, “ain’t you goin’ to finish shaving me?”


  “To hell with the shave,” said James.


  Out in the street, James, panting, approached the girl and tossed her a leer and a proposition. The dame screamed for a cop and James was hustled off to the pokey.


  Bob James got off with a mild fine for propositioning the doll. But Jack Southard began to brood over the episode. A guy who was as skirt nuts as James had a screw loose somewhere. So Jack Southard found himself waking up in the middle of the night, his instinct gnawing away at him.


  One day, about noon, when he saw James going out to lunch with a new manicurist, Southard dropped into the shop at Eighth and Olive and studied the place while waiting to get a shave. There was at least ten thousand dollars’ worth of equipment in the shop.


  “How long has this place been open?” Southard asked his barber. The shop had been opened in the summer of 1934, he learned, about a year and nine months previously.


  Jack Southard decided to look into Bob James’ bank account for the spring and summer of 1934, just for the hell of it. He came across one deposit of ten thousand dollars in June of that year. Now, since a ten-grand deposit is not made by an ordinary Joe every day in the week, Southard figured one of the slaves in the bank might recall it. He was right.


  “That ten thousand was a check from an insurance company,” a teller told him. “I remember asking Mr. James if somebody in his family had died.”


  “What’d he say?”


  “Nothing. Just looked at me.”


  Southard checked the insurance companies to find out which one had paid the ten thousand to James. When he found the company he wanted to know who the dough had been paid on. James had taken out a five-thousand dollar double-indemnity policy on the life of a twenty-five-year-old-sailor by the name of Cornelius Wright. Wright had been a nephew of the barber’s.


  Southard decided to find somebody who hated the barber’s guts. It didn’t take long. Scouting around, he turned up a scissors-and-comb man who had worked for James for a couple of years but who had recently been canned. This particular tonsorial artist was as loquacious as they came.


  Connie Wright, the disgruntled barber divulged to Southard, had been a dopey soul who leaked at the mouth. Wearing a sailor’s uniform, Wright had wandered into his uncle’s shop one day in the spring of 1934. Uncle Bob wasn’t deliriously happy to see his nephew, whom he hadn’t laid eyes on for several years. But as he stood there listening to Wright filling him in on past events, he began to prick up his ears.


  Connie Wright, it had developed, was accident prone, a fellow with a genuine affinity for misfortune, a guy who seemed to be trailed by a black cloud. Prior to joining the Navy, he had been hit by an automobile, knocked cold by falling scaffolding, rendered unconscious by a line drive foul at a baseball game, and shoved into an excavation while observing a construction project.


  After joining the Navy, he was hospitalized upon being conked by a flying bottle while minding his own business in a Honolulu bar.


  Bob James, wanting his nephew to have a good time on shore leave, had lent Connie his car. One day, when James had been out of the barber shop, home sick or something, Connie had been out in the car and it had gone off a cliff near Santa Rosa and Connie had been killed. That was how Bob James had collected the insurance money to open the flossy barber shop at Eighth and Olive.


  Southard began poking around Santa Rosa until he found the garage where the wrecked car had been taken. The vehicle had long since disappeared. After the accident, James had had it towed away for junk. But a mechanic in the garage recalled a little about the accident.


  “Seems that something went wrong,” he told Southard, “with the steering wheel.”


  “You mean the wheel had a mechanical fault?” Southard asked.


  “No. I mean I think someone sabotaged it.”


  “Why didn’t you mention this before?”


  “Nobody asked.”


  By now Southard got a green light from Buron Fitts, the District Attorney of Los Angeles County, to dig into the auburn-thatched barber until he came up with something that Fitts could step up to the plate with. Fitts was an injured veteran of World War I whose base of political support lay in the American Legion organization of war veterans. He had been shot in the knee in the Battle of Argonne and limped for the rest of his life. But right now, Fitts—a man with political aspirations—could smell a headline before the papers were off the presses. His nostrils were now visited by the pleasant smell of printer’s ink.


  Jack Southard paid a call on the girl James had not been entirely divorced from when he had had that fake marriage ceremony performed in his barber shop. The girl was a blonde cuticle pusher-backer named Helen Smith who, like the blonde who wound up in the fish pond, had worked for Bob.


  Southard learned from Helen Smith that James had a capacity for liquor matched only by his capacity for the ladies. He often could do away with a quart of whisky at a sitting and never stagger or get furry-tongued. Sometimes, though, after hoisting a load, he didn’t realize what he was doing. It was this enchanting characteristic that had led to Bob’s marriage to Miss Smith.


  It seemed that one morning in 1934 Bob, a native of Alabama, having followed his homing instinct during an alcoholic marathon, had awakened in a tourist cabin outside of Birmingham. There was a blonde at his side, this very same Helen Smith.


  Waking up alongside of a blonde was old stuff with James, but waking up with one he had accidentally married, without realizing it, wasn’t. And he had married this one. He had, she informed him, met her in Birmingham, and, one thing leading to another, had waltzed her to a fee-hungry justice of the peace.


  Coming to Los Angeles with his bride, James had taken up residence with her in one of those bungalow courts where the neighbors always knew when babies were being planned. He had handed her a whip, a sturdy thing knotted at the end, and, stripping, demanded that she lash him.


  “He used to scream and yell somethin’ awful,” Helen Smith told Southard. “But he just loved me to whip him.”


  “What broke up you and James?” Southard wanted to know.


  “Insurance.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “There’s nothin’ much to tell. Only one night Bob told me an insurance agent was comin’ around the next day, and I asked him what for. He said, ‘To examine you.’ I said I didn’t want to be examined for no insurance. I don’t believe in insurance. People who have it always die or somethin’.”


  “So what happened after you told Bob you didn’t want any insurance?”


  “He said he guessed we wasn’t made for each other and maybe we better get a divorce. I said that was a good idea so we got a divorce. No hard feelin’s, though.”


  “What else do you know about Bob?”


  “Nothin’.”


  “You must know something else.”


  “Nothin’ except he had a wife before he met me.”


  “Say that again.”


  “He had a wife before he met me.”


  “He did? Where? What happened to her?”


  “She drowned in a bathtub in Colorado, I think I heard him sayin’.”


  Jack Southard lit out for Colorado and started snooping around the vicinity of Pike’s Peak, eyes and ears wide open, dropping questions all over the place. Thus he pieced together the following story:


  Bob James and a bride of three months, the girl he had married before meeting Helen Smith, had arrived for a belated honeymoon at Pike’s Peak in October, 1932. The bride had been another blonde—dumb but well stacked—the former Winona Wallace of Fargo, North Dakota.


  A few days after the honeymooners settled themselves in a cabin, the bridegroom stumbled into the office of J. D. Rogers, the Pike’s Peak highway superintendent.


  “Oh,” he was moaning, “my poor dear bride’s been killed in an accident.”


  “Gimme the details,” said Rogers.


  Bob and Winona had been driving along in a honeymoon car, with the bride at the wheel, when, negotiating a hairpin turn, the car had skidded. James, nimble fellow, had jumped to safety, but his bride hadn’t quite made it and she and the car had gone off the road into air space and down a nasty ravine.


  Superintendent Rogers had accompanied James to the spot where the car had gone off the road. There he made a surprising discovery. The car had not gone too far off into space, after all, but had been stopped by a boulder. Winona Wallace James was lying in the front seat unconscious and battered about the head.


  “Battered about the head, you say,” Southard said to Rogers. “Did it occur to you that she had been battered about the head before that car left the road?”


  Yes, that had occurred to Rogers. But he had dismissed the thought from his mind. Bob James was too grief-stricken over the accident to his bride for a cop to get suspicious of him. So Winona James was taken to Beth-El Hospital in Colorado Springs.


  When she recovered, James took her, and his beloved whip, to a tourist cabin near Manitou, near the Peak, there to resume the exquisite pleasures of the honeymoon.


  A few days later, Winona James was found dead in a bathtub. Suffering dizzy spells since her accident, she had apparently fainted while bathing and slipped under the water. At least that was Bob’s story and the local police were stupid enough to buy it.


  Bob James, bereaved, took the body of his bride back to California. There he laid her to rest in Forest Lawn Memorial Park, a cemetery so beautiful that some Angelenos used to actually look forward to the day when they would kick off, secure in the knowledge that they will be laid away in Forest Lawn.


  Bob James, thoughtful fellow, had taken out seven thousand dollars, with double indemnity on Winona Wallace James. There was no quibbling about it; he collected fourteen grand.


  When Jack Southard returned to Los Angeles to report to District Attorney Fitts, a couple of other investigators had checked in from the Middle West and the Deep South. Bob James, it turned out, had been married twice before getting legally locked to Winona Wallace, Helen Smith and Mary Bush. That made a total of five trips around the track.


  Bob’s first frau, whom he had married in 1921, fifteen years before the law got him in their view, had been a Birmingham, Alabama girl by the name of Maud Duncan. Maud had divorced Bob because of his habit of sticking hot curling irons under her finger nails.


  Bob moved to Kansas, opened another hair cutting place and married again. James’ second wife had been a movie cashier from Emporia, Kansas, a dish with the improbable name of Vera Vermillion. Miss Vermillion had, like Bob’s four other wives, been blonde. James was no gentleman but he sure preferred blondes.


  James and Vera opened a combination beauty parlor and barber shop in Emporia. But one day a man appeared in the shop with a shotgun and a piece of paper charging Bob with fathering a little bastard. Bob left Kansas faster than a twister. He was nicely settled in California, getting all set to marry the girl who finally wound up in the Colorado bathtub, by the time his second wife resumed her maiden name of Vermillion.


  Bob’s real moniker, the investigators had learned in the Deep South, was Major Raymond Lisenba, the “Major” being something his mother hung on him, not something he’d earned in the armed forces. He was spawned in the cotton-patch reaches of Alabama and first became interested in the insurance industry when a couple of uncles, who died within a year of each other, left him a thousand dollars each.


  Bob, seeing no future among the bale lifters and barge toters of the cotton country, took the insurance money and lit out for Birmingham. There he graduated from a barber’s college and changed his name from Lisenba to James.
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  It was in Birmingham that he discovered, while making a tour of a girl one night, that he was endowed with certain unique qualities. That was the night he dedicated himself to the panting pursuit of a whole new hobby.


  One night, years later, a wayward wench lying with Bob behind the music shell of Hollywood Bowl, put everything in a nutshell when, according to Eugene Williams, an assistant to District Attorney Fitts, she informed Bob that he was positively the most nutritious man she had ever come upon.


  There was now little doubt that Robert James was a murderer, a sly slayer for profit who might never have appeared in the official sights had it not been for the suspicious nature of Jack Southard. The trouble was the fellow was not only sly; he was hung with horseshoes in addition to his natural assets. There was a fat chance, after all this time, incriminating evidence being the perishable thing that it sometimes is, of pinning anything on the homicidal barber for that caper in Colorado. And the chances were practically nil of building a gallows for him for that fatal accident to his nephew. The best bet seemed to be to further explore that lily pond business out at La Canada.


  James had given up the bungalow at La Canada and moved to a precious little torture chamber right in Los Angeles. He was holed up there with a nineteen-year-old girl. It so happened that a bungalow right next door was vacant. District Attorney Fitts told Southard and a female stenographer, posing as newlyweds, to rent the place and wire the James joint for sound.


  Southard and several of his eavesdropping co-workers, laboring around the clock, sure got an earful. This latest doll of Barber Bob’s was lashing him to a fare-thee-well with that whip and he was moaning and howling his guilty little head off.


  Every once in a while James would get a telephone call from somebody he kept referring to as Hope. It seemed that Hope and James were getting along like Cain and Abel. Southard was visited by the hunch that perhaps Hope, whoever he was, might know something about that lily pond business.


  The neighbors of James out at La Canada had seen a green Buick sedan parked in the driveway of the bungalow for several nights running before the death of Mary James. Southard checked with the California Department of Motor Vehicles to learn if anybody named Hope owned a green Buick sedan. Sure enough an Angeleno named Charles Hope did.


  Hope, a dopey-looking mouth breather with a flat nose acquired in the Navy, had a unique occupation. He was a bread cutter in a one-armed lunch room and had for some time been unemployed.


  One night, when Hope was out, the detectives gave his diggings a toss. In the watch pocket of Hope’s other pair of pants, one of the sleuths came upon a small piece of paper.


  “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch,” said the sleuth, handing the paper to his partner. The paper was a receipt from a man named “Snake Joe” Houtenbrink, a reptile dealer of Long Beach, for two rattlesnakes.


  The rattlesnakes figured. That swelling of Mary James’ leg could have been caused by rattlesnake bites. Snake Joe, a friendly gent with an open face and saw teeth, gladly filled the boys in. Chuck Hope had approached him late the previous July, a couple of weeks before the death of Mary James, saying he was in the market for a couple of really lethal rattlers.


  Snake Joe had sold Hope two Crotalus Atrox reptiles – better known as Western Diamondbacks—from the Colorado desert, aptly named Lethal and Lightnin’, for seventy cents a pound. A couple of weeks after the sale, Hope had returned and sold Lethal and Lightnin’ back to Snake Joe at half price.


  District Attorney Fitts, who could now practically see those headlines, gave the boys the nod to put the nippers on Hope. Hope quickly came apart at the seams.


  Chuck Hope had been in hock to Bob James for several haircuts. “Do me a favor,” James said to Hope one day.


  “Anything for you, Bob,” said Hope. “Just name it.”


  “Here’s fifty bucks. Go down to Snake Joe’s place in Long Beach and buy me a couple of rattlesnakes.”


  “What the hell do you want rattlesnakes for, Bob?”


  “Never mind. I’ll tell you later.”


  When Hope appeared with Lethal and Lightnin’, hissing away in a glass covered box, James took them home and put them in a garage. Now he had another chore for Hope to perform. Hope was to come out to the bungalow, posing as a physician.


  “What I got to do then?” asked Hope. James carefully coached him.


  At dinner in the bungalow, Doctor Hope, as he was calling himself, kept staring at Mrs. James.


  “Why are you looking at me like that, Doctor?” she asked.


  “You don’t look so good. I don’t think you ought to have that baby. It could kill you.”


  Doctor Hope was none too quick on the up-take but Mary James was even slower. So, artfully coached by the much-married fiend, Hope easily convinced the pregnant bride that he should perform an abortion.


  “I’ll do it right here,” he said. “You won’t even have to leave the house.”


  “Do I have to take ether?”


  No, Mary didn’t have to take ether. It so happened that Mary James was a booze hound. “All you got to do is get good and drunk,” said the Doctor, “and you won’t feel a thing.”


  It would seem that the barber had created for Mary James a world populated by fictitious characters. There had been Riegel, the fake minister. Now there was Hope, the fake doctor. And, through it all, was James, the fake faithful husband.


  So one night Mary James got loaded and passed out. James went out to the garage, got Lethal and Lightnin’, and stuck his fifth wife’s foot in the box with them. At this point Hope wanted to back out. James wouldn’t let him.


  “You bought these snakes, so you’re in this, too.”


  While Lethal and Lightnin’ were rattling away at Mary’s foot, James divulged the whole plot to Hope.


  “You don’t have to worry about a thing,” he told Hope. “I’ll get ten thousand out of this and give you two thousand.” But James, creep that he was, had never come through with that two grand. “What are you gonna do, Hope?” James had laughed. “Go to the cops?”


  So Hope had started to badger James by telephone, putting the detectives in the groove.


  After Mary James had been bitten several times, the barber told the bread cutter to take the snakes back to Snake Joe’s. Now there came to pass a discouraging turn of events. The liquor began to wear off and Mary James woke up. “Is it all over?” she asked Bob.


  “Yes, honey, it’s all over.”


  “But it don’t hurt where it ought to. My leg hurts.”


  “You must of got bit with somethin’,” said Bob.


  The hours passed and James came to a terrible realization. He had heard rumors that whisky was an antidote for snake bite. Now he knew this was true. All that happened to Mary James was that her leg began to swell to twice its natural size.


  “Go on out and walk on it,” he told her. “That’ll be good for it.”


  Mary had gone out to the garden. It was now about half past six in the morning. While she was in the garden, James filled the bathtub. He called her in and shoved her under the water until she was drowned. Then he took her out and dumped her face downward in the fish pond to create the impression that she had suffered a dizzy spell and been accidentally drowned. It was now 7 o’clock. James got in his car and arrived at his barber shop at 8.


  Chuck Hope, the bread cutter, turned State’s evidence against James and got off with life. Lethal and Lightnin’ turned State’s evidence, too, appearing in court as exhibits, hissing to the jury. On May 1, 1942, “Rattlesnake James” – as the press now called him—was executed by hanging at San Quentin State Prison in California, the last man in the Golden State to die from the state sanctioned necktie. The rope was the wrong length – leave it to the state government to make a mess of a simple procedure—and it took over ten minutes for Rattlesnake James to die. After Bob croaked, California started to gas them.


  It was of course just possible that things had turned out all right for Bob, the undercover man. Perhaps the barber took up residence in the Mohammedan paradise where shady groves alongside of sparkling streams are believed to be populated by gorgeous virgins clad in transparent robes.


  Or maybe not.


  And Major Dinsley? Why had the old boy insisted that he had seen Mary James alive in her garden at an hour when husband Bob was an hour away? It was just one of those things that cause defense mouthpieces to drool but which drive prosecutors to drink.


  The old windbag had seen Mary James out in the garden at half past six that morning, not eight o’clock. The Major had simply made a mistake about the time—a bloody bad mistake, but at least he had lived to tell about it.


  “Pretty” Louie Amberg, Brooklyn’s Ugly Maestro of Murder


  The strange man who was hunched over the wheel of a car had a face straight out of a nightmare and a misshapen body like one of those monstrosities in a Charles Addams cartoon. He was also chuckling hoarsely to himself as he braked the stolen beat-up black sedan to a halt in front of Police Headquarters on Centre Street, New York City. It was on a late dismal mid-winter night in the early 1930’s. He turned to glance at the bulging laundry bag on the back seat, chuckled a little louder and got out of the car. The bowed legs too short and thick arms too long, he waddled into the shadows.


  Louie Amberg, of the borough of Brooklyn, hailed a cab and grunted to the driver to take him to Times Square. Arriving there, he got out and made for a smoke-filled, liquor-fumed night club. Prohibition in force, ginger ale set-ups were selling for a buck a bottle and the set-ups in the chorus line were retailing for twenty-five dollars and up. Louie, whose head actually just missed coming to a point, was bareheaded. Yet, had you been there to watch him divest himself of his $700 vicuna overcoat, you would have seen that he was resplendently turned out in custom-tailored white tie and tails.


  “Evening, Mr. Amberg,” purred the head waiter. Louie slipped him a C note as he was led to a ringside table to ogle the floor show. A matron from Bayonne, New Jersey, in town for a night with her husband, gasped as she took a look at “Pretty Louie,” as Amberg was known in the lower depths of the metropolis. She was staring at a large, bluish face, a bulging, hairy forehead, a slobbering, twisted mouth, bug eyes, one higher than the other, under shaggy brows. Even when he was clean-shaven, Louie had 10-o’clock shadow.
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  Along toward dawn, when the joint closed up, Louie, who by now had taken on quite a package, focused those bug eyes on the chorus line, made his selection for the night, and, drooling, put the move on the poor woman. Now he paid the tab, passed out hundred-dollars bills to the waiters and the musicians, then lit out with the biscuit for a couple of rooms he maintained in the Harding Hotel in the Roaring Forties, an evil dust bin that was favored, from time to time, by such luminaries of the criminal heavens as Jack (Legs) Diamond, the Philadelphia Irishman who had a hand in practically everything where there was an illegal dollar; Vannie Higgins, Jack’s first lieutenant; Arthur Flegenheimer, better known as “Dutch Schultz,” who was in more rackets than he could count, and Owney Madden, whose bootleg breweries quenched the thirsts of a good part of Manhattan.


  Although never as big as either Diamond or Schultz, who were to be enemies of Louie, Madden, who was to become a casual acquaintance, was cuter than either of them. A product of the docks of his native Liverpool, Owney was the only man in the New York underworld who could kill a man with the peak of the gray cap he always wore. Owney had a razor-blade sewn inside the edge of that peak and when he got in a brawl he simply leaned down, brought the peak in contact with his adversary’s throat and severed the poor slob’s jugular vein.


  Next noon after he had parked that car in front of Headquarters, Pretty, who seldom bathed or took his clothes off either to sleep or assert his manhood, jumped out of bed, got out of the soup-and-fish and changed into a flossy riding habit. He taxied up to the West Sixties, where he kept several thoroughbreds in a commercial stable, selected a horse and was soon soberly cantering through the bridle paths of Central Park.


  “When Louie Amberg was riding through the Park on a horse,” one survivor of the era reports, “you could always tell which one was the horse by looking at their faces. The horse was better looking.”


  Louie hadn’t been riding long when a goon pal, also a serious equestrian, galloped up alongside of our hero. “Hey, Pretty, read the afternoon papers?” the goon asked Louie. The question was strictly out of order for both the cops and the underworld knew that Louie Amberg, although dumb as a fox, couldn’t read.


  “Wha’ the papers say?” grunted Louie.


  “Some guy leaves a body tied up in a laundry sack in an automobile in front of Police Headquarters!”


  “No kiddin’!”


  “Yup. It’s all over the front pages. The cops is sore as than hell! Imagine a guy haven’ the nerve to leave a stiff in front of Headquarters.”


  Louie, who had been staring straight ahead, turned to look at his informant. He studied the man for a few seconds, then muttered, “Yeah, ’magine!’


  Then he threw his head back and let go with a blast of maniacal laughter that told Amberg’s pal that Louie, offended at the police department, had been up to another of his gruesome little capers.


  Louie Amberg demolished, more thoroughly than any other killer of the twentieth century, the old bromide that murder will out. Through a combination of satanic cunning and plain dumb luck, Pretty Louie probably dispatched upward of a hundred victims in about five years, which is pretty good batting in any homicide league. And, for his lethal accomplishments, he was never saddled with as much as a good stiff fine. True, he was tried for one of his homicide jobs but he walked out of the courtroom sneering and free.


  Imprisoned but twice in his life, and then only for carrying concealed weapons, Louie Amberg was that rara avis—a triple-threat goon. He was a big-time bootlegger—lord and master of every drop of paint remover that journeyed down the arid gullets of the Brownsville section of the Borough of Churches. He was a loan shark, putting the screws to his clients for 10 to 20 per cent interest per week and dispatching them to another dimension if they didn’t get the moolah up on time. And he was a professional killer of people he didn’t even know, just for the psychopathic bang he got out of taking human life.


  Louie wasn’t the originator of the caper whereby a victim was made to stand in a box of wet concrete, tarry till it hardened, and then get heaved into a body of water, but he sure was enthusiastic about the dodge. Louie’s favorite, though, was the sack trick, which he did originate. This consisted of roping a man in such a way that, when, he was doubled up and put in a canvas laundry sack, he strangled himself when he made the slightest attempt to struggle free.


  For years, when the cops in the Greater New York area would come upon a sack victim, above or below water, all they could do would be mutter, “It’s that Pretty son of a bitch again.” Pretty became so notorious for his cute habit of putting his victims in sacks that he tickled the fancy of Damon Runyon, the great chronicler of the guys and dolls of Greater New York’s half-way world. So Louis became the prototype of a Runyon character who put his victims in sacks. Pretty, far from being offended, was so highly flattered that he used to get his older brother, Joe, to read him the Runyon stories.


  The more thoughtful of the city’s citizens, contemplating the type of taxpayers who took up residence in Pretty’s sacks, were of the opinion that, all things considered, Amberg should have been given the key to the metropolis on the grounds that he was perpetrating civic improvements.


  Immediately after the gendarmes opened the laundry bag in the jalopy parked in front of Headquarters that day, the word went out to pick up Pretty Louie. The cops didn’t have much of a problem, for they knew that Pretty usually cantered through Central Park on sunny days. And so they hauled him off his steed and hustled him down to Center Street.


  “Now,” said Louie as one big ham-fisted bull began to close in on him, “watch yourself. I bruise easy.”


  “What the hell’s the idea of insultin’ us by leavin’ a stiff right outside Headquarters!”


  Louie just pointed a stubby forefinger at his chest, raised his shaggy eyebrows and asked, “Who, me?”


  The cops should have known better than to pull Louie in. It always wound up the same way—no eyewitnesses, no evidence—and this day was no exception.


  “Wha’s the charge?” Amberg began to groan. “Who’s the charge? You can’t hold me without no charge.” And so, muttering in their beards, the flatfeet had to stand there, as dusk was settling over the metropolis, looking after Louie, as the monster, still wearing that riding habit and carrying a crop, loped out of Headquarters, into Centre Street, hailed a cab and, just as the cab was pulling away, gave the dicks five stubby fingers.


  Louie Amberg, born in Russia, first darkened the door of this country at the age of five when his parents brought the family to New York and infiltrated themselves into the teeming Lower East Side. There were eight Ambergs in all, the parents, five boys and one girl. Great believers in the propagation of the race, the parents were to bring two more girls and another boy into the world. The girls were to turn out to be good wives and mothers and three of the boys were to wind up as upright citizens. But the other three boys—Pretty Louie, Joe and Hymie—were as mean as they made ’em. But it was Joe and Louie who were to team up, Hymie going on alone and winding up a corpse after an attempted break from The Tombs.


  Old Man Amberg was a push-cart peddler, specializing in fresh vegetables. Five-year-old Louie was Papa’s star salesman. The kid, who even at that age had a face that frightened other kids, would go up to a tenement door, kick, display a basket of fruits and vegetables, and yelp: “Buy!”


  If a prospect didn’t make a purchase, Louie would grab a piece of his merchandise, preferably an aging tomato, and let the recalcitrant citizen have it right in the puss. He would scurry away so fast, even carrying that basket of produce, that his victims, unable to catch him, decided it was better to buy his wares than get some of the stuff for free in the face.


  Our hero was ten years old when, in the year of 1908, the family moved out of Manhattan’s East Side, mainly because Louie, with that habit of pelting people with produce, had become a problem to his old man. They settled in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn. The move, as it turned out, was like switching from the frying pan to the fire. Brownsville was made to order for our dear little monster. It was populated by other little monsters, and big monsters who were the forerunners of several of Greater New York’s gangs. Brownsville was also to become the habitat of mothers who, threatening bad little boys, substituted the expression, “I’ll tell the bogey man!” to “I’ll tell Louie Amberg!”


  It need hardly be recorded that the little boy with the long arms and the short legs was soon making an impression in Brownsville, on both sides of the law. Some housewives who had fallen into the low esteem of Louie made the mistake of complaining to the police. Louie, the mean little kid, was hauled in to the precinct station house for a good talking to so many times that cops got tired of looking at the reprehensible little punk. And the complainants soon learned better than to run to the cops. Louie threw stink bombs into their homes when they were asleep or away and broke into drug stores to steal acid to throw into their faces, always at night when they couldn’t see him. It wasn’t long before the people who knew Louie and what he was saw him in nightmares and, when spotting him in actuality, trembled at his frown.


  Louie was fourteen when, with a talent for making enemies out of his best friends, he got that name of Pretty. He was passing a cop on the street one day when the cop, unable to control himself after getting a good look at that face, said, simply, “Hello there, Pretty.”


  A couple of passers-by heard the crack, repeated it in the saloons, and from that time until his dying day Louis Amberg was known as Pretty. Louie did not, curiously enough, ever resent the nickname. One school of thought was of the opinion that Louie, using his own grotesque appearance as a standard of beauty, actually considered himself good looking and took the Pretty appellation as a compliment.


  Branching out into other areas of crime as a teen, Louie made out all right from the first. As a fellow who was later to make his mark as a bootlegger, a loan shark and a killer, he began to cast shadows of coming events. He prepared for the illegal dodge of bootlegging by going into the illegal dodge of peddling dirty postcards. He began to lend money to other kids, at whatever the interest swindle would bear. And he became a killer by abuse animals. I’ll spare you the details.


  Louie was twenty-one in 1919, and making out all right peddling his dirty pictures and lending money, when, practically overnight, he changed from an over-aged boy to a young man. Long pants seemed to do it. Being a sawed-off runt, Pretty had, up to his twenty-first birthday, run around in knickers. And now our little hero had attained man’s estate.


  It was only now—now that he was wearing long pants— that Louie discovered girls. Although somewhat late in starting, he sure as hell made up for lost time. What with that face and body of his, he had a little trouble getting to first base with the dolls, even in Brownsville. But once he got on first he always made the plate. It wasn’t long before the Brownsville biscuits were vying for Pretty’s attention because he turned out to be nothing less than a staminal giant.


  “Imagine that ugly little sonofabitch stealin’ my girl,” was a typical comment around Brownsville.


  “It ain’t his face,” would come the reply, “that they’re inarrested in.”


  Louie moved into the criminal big time with the advent of prohibition. The throats that were parched in Brooklyn by the Eighteenth Amendment were something fierce and Pretty Louie was one of the first goons in the Brooklyn half-way world to address the business of putting those parched throats on a paying basis.


  “Where,” he asked his twenty-five-year-old brother Joe, “can I find out how to make whisky?”


  “In the public library,” answered Joe, a tall, scholarly fellow with a big hooked nose and thick-lensed gold-rimmed eyeglasses whose hobby was playing the concertina. “The chemistry books there’ll tell you all you want to know.”


  “Come on,” said Pretty Louie. “You’re goin’ to the libr’y to read to me.”


  We can picture them sitting there, the two Ambergs, in the reading room of a library, the older brother reading in a low tone, from the chemistry book, the younger one alongside him, eyes half closed, absorbing everything.


  “Fine,” said Louie when Joe was through reading. “Let’s go out and get the stuff to make whisky.”


  Louie, unfortunately, wasn’t the only hood in Brownsville who had the bright idea of going into the bootleg whisky business. Thus, when the first batch of Pretty’s stuff was cooking in a Brownsville warehouse, and when Louie approached his first potential customer, an Irishman who had long run one of the best watering holes in Brooklyn, the Irishman said he had already signed up with another supplier.


  “The hell you have!” said Louie.


  “But I gotta keep my word to the man or maybe he’ll wreck my place. He’s a bad actor.”


  “He ain’t,” snapped Louie, “as bad an actor as me.”


  The Irishman nevertheless proceeded to stock up from Louie’s rival and quench the thirsts of his block. Then, early one Sunday morning, an hour or so after the Hibernian had closed up for the night, neighbors living in the vicinity heard the sounds of a concertina. Somebody was playing George M. Cohan’s war song, Over There, not good but loud. It was Joe, acting as lookout and playing Over There on the concertina as the all-clear to Louie.


  “Hey!” came a cry from a second-story window, “cut out that noise!”


  The poor complainant hadn’t heard anything yet. The voice of the complainer had no sooner died in the night than the entire neighborhood was shaken out of its slumber by the sound and reverberation of a terrific blast. Pretty Louie had thrown a bomb through the window of the Irishman’s speakeasy.


  In the weeks that followed, with Pretty’s whisky still going full blast, that concertina was heard in the night all over Brownsville. The song that was played was always Over There. And every time it was heard, always in the dead of night, it was followed by a blast that wrecked a watering hole whose proprietor had shown the poor judgment to buy his stock from a rival of Pretty’s.


  Soon, though, everybody fell into line. You bought your Brownsville booze from Pretty Amberg or you got bombed out of business. One morning, along toward 3 o’clock, Pretty was all set to give the business to a joint whose proprietor lived just above it. Joe had no sooner gotten through a couple of bars of Over There when the window of a bedroom over the saloon flew open and the proprietor stuck his head out. “Hold everything, Pretty!” he yelled. “I’ll take my stuff from you beginnin’ first thing in the morning!”


  Such was Pretty Louie’s reputation around Brownsville that Joe never again had to play that concertina during the night. That concertina, in fact, became something of a remote-control weapon to Louie. Whenever he learned that a saloonkeeper was so much as passing the time of day with a rival booze dealer, all Louie needed to do was to approach the bistro proprietor, stick that frightening puss in the man’s face and inquire, “Ya wanna hear some music tonight?” Thus, Louie was never obliged, curiously enough, to “muss up,” as he termed it, anybody in the saloon business.


  By the time he had been quenching thirsts for five years, the bootleg moolah was flowing in to Pretty Amberg in greater quantities than he could count. That posed a problem: what to do with that dough. Thus it came to pass that Pretty branched out into the Shylock business. Up to this time, Pretty had carried his office in his hat. Now, though, he opened a fancy suite in an office building in the Borough Hall section of the city, the crossroads for honest and crooked politicians and policemen, bondsmen, gamblers and taxi drivers.


  Louie, taking his new role seriously, put a sign in the window


  



  LOUIE AMBERG


  



  MONEY TO LOAN


  



  We can see him sitting there, at a handsome mahogany desk, still in his pre-class period, decked out in a purplish double- breasted suit with white chalk stripes a quarter of an inch thick. Louie examined the applicants and Brother Joe, sitting right behind Louie, handled the actual fiscal details.


  Louie’s loan company was, from the very first day, a thumping success. Pretty sat there, at that fancy desk, with stacks of greenbacks and gold backs before him, the shrewd and calculating businessman. “Wha’s yer business!” he would bark at a borrower. “How ya know I can trust ya?”


  “I give you my word,” the borrower would reply. “I need a hundred dollars for my wife’s operation.”


  “How long ya wan it fer?”


  “A month.”


  Louie would turn to Joe. “Give ’im the money.”


  “How much,” the borrower would want to know, “will the interest be?”


  “Forty dollars,” Joe would reply. “Ten per cent a week in advance.” Now Joe would count out sixty dollars and hand it to the borrower. “You want me to sign somethin’?” the borrower would ask.


  “No,” Louie would reply. “We know where to get you.”


  Every borrower, making his way out with the money, was always stopped at the door by a grunt from Louie. Turning, the borrower would see Louie, his eyes slits of evil, slowly running a stubby forefinger across his throat.


  Louie hadn’t been in the Shylock business very long when things began to happen. There was another loan outfit only a couple of blocks from Louie’s run by the three Shapiro brothers, Willie, Irving and Myer. The Shapiros, foolish fellows, spread the word that they would lend money cheaper than Louie. They should have bitten their tongues off. One by one, they got themselves knocked off in the dark of the moon, clubbed to death and left lying in dark alleys, and Pretty Amberg had not only removed the competition but taken over their business.


  One fine morning, a middle-aged taxi driver named Sam Schwartz was found floating in the Gowanas Canal. His face had been royally massaged and then he had been given the blunt instrument routine.


  When the cops learned from Schwartz’s wife that the man had been in hock to Pretty Louie, they put two and two together, little realizing that that would hardly be enough. So a dick dropped into the loan office and fixed Louie with a death-ray stare.


  “That man Schwartz that was found in the canal,” the dick said to Pretty, “we think you put him there.”


  “Schwartz?” said Louie. “I don’t know nobody by that name.”


  Now Louie came forward with that gesture that was to become sickeningly familiar, poking that stubby forefinger at his chest.


  “You think I got somethin’ to do with a murder?”


  “Yes, we do!”


  “How you gonna prove a thing like that?”


  The dick knew that Louie had him there. Was there a jury in all Brooklyn that would believe that Pretty Louie Amberg had murdered Sam Schwartz just because the man had owed him some money, especially when there had been no eyewitnesses around to tie Louie with the crime?


  A couple of weeks later, another stiff, a Pole named Patchkowski, bobbed to the surface of the Gowanas Canal. This one too had run behind on loan payments to Louie. But once again, Louie just sat there when a dick dropped in on him, bold as brass, and practically wearing a halo.


  Louie had, as time passed, been questioned about ten or twelve murders, all forgotten little men who had borrowed money from him and bobbed to the surface in the Gowanas Canal. One day, after a frustrated detective had clumped out of the office after inquiring about a laborer named Connelly, Joe said,


  “We got to do something about those stiffs.”


  “I got an idea,” said Louie.


  “What?”


  “Put ’em in concrete.”


  That was how, in the months that followed, several delinquent loanees of Pretty Louie Amberg, all faceless little men important only to their families, standing in a box of hardening concrete in the basement of Louie’s distillery, their mouths taped, their wrists bound, and just in case there was any noise to drown out, Joe playing the concertina. Then, the concrete hardened and the tape still on the victim’s mouth, Louie would personally take the man out to the Canal and drop him in. Louie never shot his victims for two reasons: Slugging them to near death with a blunt instrument was more fun. And a bullet, he knew, could be traced.


  Louie was, curiously enough, afraid of firearms. But now that he was constantly surrounded by large stacks of money, he went out and bought a gun, without a permit. He packed the rod, night and day, but never used it. He didn’t trust banks. But he carried small fortunes on his person and stashed other fortunes in tin cans that were hidden all over Brownsville.


  One day, a couple of years after Louie had opened his loan office, a diver was in the Gowanas Canal when he came across one of Louie’s victims. He went running to the cops. The cops sent down a couple more divers and what did they come up with but seven more of Louie’s concrete victims. Four were decomposed beyond recognition. Three were identified, all former customers of Louie’s shylock trap, a carpenter, a delivery boy and an old Hibernian. But it was the same story. No one could pin anything on Louie. So the cops went at him from a new angle. They dropped by his office and searched it instead of questioning the owner. That’s when they found Louie’s gun, tucked into his belt.


  So Louie, for the first time in his life, found himself convicted in a courtroom—carrying a concealed weapon—and facing a sentencing judge. The judge sentenced him to eighteen months in state prison: Elmira Reformatory, as it was called at the time.


  Louie, like any other wealthy inmate in a big cage, had a high time of it in Elmira: booze, broads and the finest found brought in from outside. Several of the guards were on his payroll and addressed him as, “Mr. Amberg.”


  In the midst of his term, which was to be shortened for good behavior, Louie fell in with a confidence man. The con man, short at the pockets, told Louie that he would, for a handsome fee, teach him about the finer things in life, how to make it with the expensive dolls instead of the dragons Louie had hung out with in Brownsville, how to order food in the bed restaurants, how to dress like a gentleman. Louie, a guy who always liked to improve himself, went for the deal.


  As a result of his in-prison self-improvement experience, Louie was a changed man when he came out of the slammer in 1929. He spoke softly, no longer swore and even tried to clean up that terrible accent with which he uttered. He went to the finest tailors in Manhattan and bought thirty new suits, giving the cutters a hell of a time with his big chest, long arms and bowed legs. But by the time he was finished, Pretty was a walking fashion plate. He even topped things off, by purchasing and now carrying, a gold-headed cane.


  It was now that Pretty Amberg, at the age of thirty-one, became a noted figure in Gotham’s night life, taking a couple of rooms in that roach trap where Legs Diamond and the other hoods hung out. And boy, what a night life the old burg had in those days! Although prohibition was still darkening the land, you would never have known it in most of the smoke-filled after-dark dens of iniquity. Three-quarters of the hot spots were run by gangsters, either silently or openly. Legs Diamond and another hood named Hymie Cohen operated the Hotsy Totsy Club in the Roaring Forties and every so often Legs would give the nod to the orchestra leader to play Alexander’s Ragtime Band good and loud to drown out the pistol shots in the back room while some rival was being rubbed out.


  A well know lady of the night, Texas Guinan, the brassiest bitch in town, was greeting patrons in her plush speakeasy called the 300 Club at 151 W. 54th Street in Manhattan. The club was a celebrity hangout and famous for its troupe of forty scantily-clad fan dancers and for Guinan’s resolute nerviness, which made her a celebrity. Arrested several times for serving alcohol and providing entertainment, she maintained that her customers had brought the liquor in with them. The club was also so small that the barely clad girls had to dance close to the customers. Another enterprising lady, Belle Livingstone was running a house that was not a home and her girls were cooling off both gangsters and visiting firemen who had previously conditioned themselves for the rigors of the night in such joints as the Club 18 and Dave’s Blue Room. Belle was a former showgirl “with poetic legs,” and was one of the best-known speakeasy owners in New York. She ran the Fifty-Eighth Street Country Club, which offered its patrons $40 champagne and a miniature golf course. After it was raided in late 1930, she spent a month in prison, which only added to her clubs’ popularity.


  Arnold Rothstein, the fixer of the 1919 World Series, was still around, betting on everything that offered a fixed bundle, or at least he was until 1928 when someone shot him after a high stakes poker game; a mug named Ciro Terranova went around the night spots taking bows when introduced as the Artichoke King and a department-store executive named Grover Whelan, who wore a gardenia in his button hole, had, for reasons still unknown, been appointed by Mayor James J. Walker as the town’s Police Commissioner. Rothstein frequently brokered disputes between various New York gangs and charged a hefty fee for his services. His “office” was Lindy’s, the eatery at Broadway and 49th Street in Manhattan. He’d stand on the corner surrounded by his bodyguards and did business on the street. After his death, the power of Tammany Hall was significantly weakened as there was no one to mediate turf wars between, say, Dutch Schultz and Pretty Amberg.


  “I knew them all,” the late Ray Schindler, the country’s number-one private eye and man-about-Manhattan, once told me. “I remember when Pretty Amberg first started to patronize the Central Park Casino, which was probably the classiest joint in town. His Honor the Mayor got loaded there practically every night and when he first laid eyes on Pretty, with that monster’s face and hair all over his bulging forehead, Jimmy must have at least considered swearing off the stuff. But the two men—the Mayor who was in charge of the Police Department that should have been doing something about all those murders Pretty was committing, and Pretty himself—became nodding acquaintances in the good old Central Park Casino.”


  Louie at first frightened the management and the help at the Casino with that face and body of his. Some of the regular customers had a hard time shaking off the feeling that Pretty had just escaped from the Central Park Zoo and donned the formal wear. But Pretty was so free with those C notes that all was quickly forgiven.


  Pretty and Brother Joe, who had carried on his bootleg and Shylock business for him while he was in Elmira, had nothing but cheerful fiscal news to report. By now the Shylock lucre was flowing in so fast Louie had to figure out some place to put that.


  So Louie bought a Brownsville laundry. Then he bought a red Stutz bearcat and began to roll around Brooklyn, stopping in on hotels and restaurants, advising the management that it was giving its laundry business to him to avoid a bombing. Louie’s reputation was such that by this time his victims just sighed, shrugged and did his bidding. And by now the scuttlebutt was that Pretty had purchased a one-quarter interest in the Brooklyn Police Department.


  It wasn’t long before Louie was also laundering the white coats used by the help in barber shops, groceries, restaurants, bars and dental offices. Louie, who just hated to pass up a potential customer, was advising a Borough Hall dentist one day that it would be best to give him his laundering business if the dentist wished to keep his own teeth in his head when Louie spotted a sample gold tooth.


  “Hey,” he said to the dentist, “that’s a fancy tooth.”


  “Would you,” asked the dentist, “like one like it?”


  “Gimme,” said Louie, never the boy to do things by halves, “a whole damned mouthful.” When the job was over, Louie, every time he opened his puss, shone in the dark.


  Louie was still having trouble with delinquent interest payers and, sometimes on an average of once a week, was giving one of them the cement treatment. Now, though, he was dropping them into the East River from the Brooklyn Bridge in the dead of the night. He was, somehow or other, moving about like a phantom. The cops were making a sort of an effort to tail him but when they did he would always catch on and give them five fingers.


  One night, though, the cops just happened to spot Louie roaring through town in that Stutz bearcat. Things somehow looked suspicious so the gendarmes gave chase. Louie, no doubt chuckling to himself, had a stiff, just a plain stiff this night, no concrete, there in the car with him.


  Arriving at the midway point on the Brooklyn Bridge, Louie screeched to a halt, the cops right behind him. Moving with the speed of something out of the jungle, Louie grabbed the stiff and tossed it over the side of the bridge. There was a ker-plunk noise from down below by the time the cops got out of their car and grabbed Louie.


  “That was a body you just threw over the side!” yelled a dick.


  “Prove it!” said Louie.


  Next day two divers went down to look for what the cops had seen Pretty throwing. But they found nothing. Pretty, hung with horseshoes, had been saved by the tide. The tide had carried the stiff out to sea.


  Early one morning in July, 1930, Pretty Louie and Legs Diamond were going up in the elevator together in the Harding Hotel when Legs, who had up to now just had a nodding acquaintance with Pretty, said, “Hey, Pretty, come on into my place for a nightcap.”


  Legs had no sooner broken open a bottle than he got right to the point.


  “I want,” he said to Amberg, “to come in with you over in Brooklyn.”


  Pretty, according to the way Legs later told the story, just looked at him for a few hot seconds, and then broke into a bloodcurdling laugh.


  “What the hell’s so funny?” asked Legs, a fellow with a sensitive streak.


  “Why don’t you go somewhere, put a heater in your big mouth and shoot yourself?” said Pretty.


  Legs was still scouting around in his mind for an answer when Pretty stalked out.


  On the last night of that month of July, Pretty and a pal of his, a hood named Jimmy deSapo, were riding along Second Avenue in Brooklyn in Louie’s fancy car, minding their own business, when a black sedan roared into the street, drew abreast of them and opened fire. When the cannonading was over, deSapo was a goner and Louie, who had ducked just in time, was in the hospital, shot up but not on the danger list.


  “It’s that Diamond bastard,” Pretty said to Brother Joe. “But don’t worry. He’ll get his.”


  It took almost five months but Pretty Amberg was as bad as his threat. Louie and a couple of pals got Legs up in Albany, the State capital, shortly before Christmas. The story behind the crime was presently known by everybody from Franklin D. Roosevelt, who was sitting in the Governor’s chair, to the cop on the beat. But, once again, Pretty had covered his evidential tracks and there was nothing for the Blind Goddess to take into a courtroom.


  Then the following August, Louie Amberg found himself enmeshed in a chain of events that got him into the worst jam of his notorious life. He was down in Long Branch, New Jersey, dispatching a man named Harry Buckbinder, and, drunk or something, made the mistake of doing it in front of an eyewitness, a fellow by the name of Boccia. Pretty tailed Boccia to New York and put a permanent silencer on him. Once again he made a mistake. He dispatched Boccia while Boccia’s sweetheart was looking on.


  So Pretty Amberg was, at long last, indicted for murder. Boccia’s sweetheart was the only witness against him. But by the time Pretty’s mouthpiece got through cross-examining the girl you would have thought that she, not Pretty, had knocked off Boccia. There were several high-class morons sitting in the jury box, listening in open-mouthed fascination as Pretty’s mouthpiece summed up and painted him as the salt of the earth. And, wouldn’t you know it, they couldn’t bring in that acquittal fast enough. The scuttlebutt around the Court House was that a couple of jurors had met a highly-liquid ambassador of Pretty’s in the rays of a two-watt bulb and that such shenanigans had swung the verdict. All of which was academic. The big thing was that Amberg, brought into court at long last to face a charge of murder, had beaten the rap.


  Louie and Joe used canvas sacks to transport their towels and napkins and bed sheets. One day, Pretty, his gold teeth flashing, was sitting at his desk in the loan office in Borough Hall when his pop eyes fell on one of those sacks that just happened to be lying on Joe’s desk.


  “Hey, Joe!” chirped Louie. “I got another great idear!”


  “What?”


  “Let’s tie people up in them sacks.”


  Joe just sat there, looking at his fiendish brother. “What’s the good of that?” he asked. “Concrete’s fine.”


  “It’ll be fun,” said Louie, breaking into a big laugh.


  So Louie began to tie his victims with rope and stuff them in those canvas laundry bags. This time, Police Commissioner Whalen was back in the department store and Ed Mulrooney was running the cops. Mulrooney was sitting in his office in Headquarters one day, his fine Hibernian face wreathed in concern, talking to a couple of subordinates.


  “We’re getting an average of a murder a week in those laundry bags,” Mulrooney was saying. “Every man who winds up in a bag either owed money to Louie Amberg or got into a fight with him about his laundry business. Can’t we do something?”


  “Why don’t you give a statement to the papers, Commissioner,” one of the subordinates asked, “putting the finger right on this man Pretty Amberg but saying you just can’t get the goods on him yet?”


  “And be sued for libel?”


  “Well,” suggested a subordinate. “Do the next best thing.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Kind of describe him.”


  So Mulrooney gave out a sly statement to the press saying that he knew the identity of the man who was putting those bodies in the bags.


  “It’s the same man who’s been putting bodies in concrete. He’s not known to be an Adonis.”


  Next day, Joe saw Mulrooney’s statement in the papers and pointed it out to Louie.


  “Read to me,” said Louie. When Joe read to him, Louie asked: “Who’s this ‘Adonis’?”


  “Oh, he was some guy who lived in Greece or someplace a long time ago.”


  “What about him?”


  “He was a good-lookin’ guy. In fact, he was famous for his looks.”


  Louie was quick to get the point. “Mulrooney’ll be sorry he said that ’bout me.”


  And thus it came to pass that Louie, with that fresh stiff in the sack, left it in front of Police Headquarters that night.


  Now the gendarmes, real sore, began to put around-the-clock tails on Louie. But Louie was too smart for them. He stuck to his office in Borough Hall, putting the fiscal screws to borrowers. Occasionally, he would drop into his distillery. He was by now paying off the prohibition agents so he had nothing to worry about on the liquor score. And his laundry business was running so smoothly that it was practically running by itself.


  One day, though, Louie got nervous about all that money that was constantly lying around his loan office. So he packed another heater. The cops keeping an eye on him saw a bulge in his hip pocket and walked into his office.


  “All right, Louie,” one of the dicks said. “Let’s have the gun.”


  “What gun?” asked Louie.


  “The one in them expensive pants you’re wearin’.”


  Louie forgot his new manners and language and began to curse. The cops could never catch him with a body but this made the second time they caught him packing a heater.


  And so Pretty Louie went up for another jolt, this time to Sing Sing. Even at that, he was ahead. Who else but Amberg could have deposited a murder victim at the door of Police Headquarters and gotten off with a year?


  Anyway, Pretty, his paw-like hands free with the filthy lucre, was soon finding things as comfortable in Sing Sing as they had been in Elmira.


  Joe minded the store again while Louie was away. And then, happy day, Louie came out. He simply took up where he had left off—masterminding the laundry racket and personally interviewing borrowers in his Shylock office. Beer had come back and the Eighteenth Amendment had been repealed while Louie was in the big cage. By nights, decked out in his tux, Louie was back dancing in the Central Park Casino and other classy hot spots. Judging from his track record with the dolls, you would have thought that Amberg had come equipped with a built-in aphrodisiac.


  But all good things have to come to an end. By the fall of 1935, after legalized rum had been back for almost two years, fellows like Dutch Schultz were feeling the pinch and looking around for new openings. Dutch, having known about that lucrative Shylock racket of Louie’s over in Brooklyn, decided to muscle in.


  One morning, then, when Louie was on his way to his loan office, he happened to notice, only a block from his trap, a new money-to-loan outfit over a saloon. Waltzing up to investigate, Louie found that the joint was being operated by two fellows named Frank Dolak and Benny Holinsky, two of Dutch Schultz’s ablest lieutenants.


  “Well,” said Louie, glaring at Dolak and Holinsky, “I’ll be a son of a bitch.”


  “We ain’t afraid of you,” said Dolak.


  “No,” added Holinsky. “We ain’t afraid of you, Pretty.”


  Famous last words. Not twenty-four hours later, both Dolak and Holinsky were dumped out of cars on Brooklyn streets, looking like dummies in shooting galleries.


  Dutch Schultz wasn’t a fellow to take a thing like that lying down. So he sent some boys over to Brooklyn to lie in wait for Pretty. Pretty was a little too cagey. Brother Joe, though, wasn’t. So Dutch’s boys whacked Joe.


  Louie, with fifty grand in his wallet, sneaked over to Newark, New Jersey, where Dutch was headquartering. He didn’t have to look very far to locate an efficient little knot of professional rubber-outers who just hated the shadow that Schultz cast.


  “This,” said Louie, spreading the fifty grand on a pool table, “is for you guys to give Schultz the rub.”


  Several greedy hands scooped up the money and Dutch Schultz was as good as gone, right then and there.


  But Dutch had a job to do before he cashed in his chips. Thus it came to pass that, on the night of October 23, 1935, when Louie Amberg was in the thirty-eighth year of his singular passage through this vale of travail, the cops found a flaming jalopy on a dark Brooklyn street.


  When the firemen put the blaze out, there, in the back seat, was the corpse of a man, burned beyond recognition, wire twisted around his arms and legs and neck. He had been murdered with an ax and a shotgun, then the car had been drenched with gasoline and set on fire, just to seal the deal. It was only after they examined the charred one’s dental records—remember those gold teeth?—that they were able to identify the ride victim as Pretty Louie Amberg.
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  Then, a couple of days later, over in Newark, those goons to whom Louie had paid that fifty grand knocked into a cocked hat the theory that there is no honor among thieves. Although the man who had hired them and paid cash in advance was in his grave, they looked upon the fulfillment of their assignment as a point of honor. And so they in turn shot Dutch Schultz to death while Dutch was having a short beer in a Newark tavern.


  There doesn’t seem to be much of a moral, really, to the story of Pretty Louie Amberg. But one Brooklyn detective long ago left us with a parting thought. Having known ugly Louie for years, the dick was standing in the Brooklyn mortuary looking at Louie’s burned-to-a-crisp remains.


  “I’ll be damned,” he said of the departed, “if the son of a bitch’s appearance hasn’t improved.”
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  The End
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  Alan Hynd, from We Are The Public Enemies, 1948


  



  Also from Red Cat Tales, LLC


  



  What? You missed the first volume:
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  Prescription: Murder! (Volume 1): Authentic Cases From The Files of Alan Hynd by Alan Hynd


  http://amzn.com/B00NG77JSK


  



  And consider two of the greatest American spy stories of all time…


  



  …a tale from the McCarthy era…
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  Truman's Spy: A Cold War Spy Story by Noel Hynd


  http://amzn.com/B00BME11I8


  


  …and a pre-World War Two thriller
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  Flowers From Berlin – The Classic American Spy Novel (25th Anniversary Edition) by Noel Hynd


  http://amzn.com/B004GEC3LK


  



  …as well as a tale of Old Vienna
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  DEATH WALTZ IN VIENNA by Thomas Ochiltree


  A memorable tale of love, honor and betrayal in Vienna in 1908


  http://amzn.com/B00EJ283MC
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