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G0 - INCIDENCE

by IRWIN BOOTH

tllustrated by ORBAN

Mathematically speaking, any two objects can be made to

meet at a given time and place, providing you know enongh

about these objects, and can ewercise enough control over
one of them.

FIRST met Rosemary
when I joined the edito-
rial .staff of Neptune

Books, last summer. The job
was my big chance, because
prior to that time my editing
experience had been confined
mostly to the pulps and a
chain of true crime magazines.
For me, Neptune Books was:
a dream come true—a job with
an unlimited future in a fast-
growing phase of the publish-
ing industry.

I suppose everyone is fa-
miliar with Neptune Books,
these twenty-five cent re-
prints with a picture of a
smiling King Neptune as their
trademark. They say in the
business that the reason Nep-
tune is always smiling is that

he’s just seen the latest sales
figures. And if it’s true, he
has plenty of reason to smile.
For in three short years
Neptune Books have risen to
the top of the field. Their
sales are beyond belief, and
even their own officers shake
their heads in pleased amaze-
ment as the money pours in.
The cause of it all, as eve-
ryone in the publishing busi-
ness knows, is Rosemary. At
twenty-eight, she is already
the braing behind Neptune’s
smile. The simple fact is that
she is a mathematical genius,
not just in the usual sense,
but in a very unusual sense.
My first meeting with her
came, as I've said, the day I
started work at Neptune. She

121



122

was in her tiny office, where
she spent most of her time,
pouring over a list of sales
figures from cities all over
the country.

She iooked up when I en-
tered with Mason, the vice
president of Neptune, and as
soon as I saw her I knew that
the stories about her had not
exaggerated.

Sphinxlike, with a some-
what bony face, she was, nev-

ertheless attractive—especial-.

ly when she came out from
behind those horn-rimmed
eyeglasses. She had the look,
the sound, the manner of pow-
er. And I sensed then that she
was a very unusual woeman,

HIS INTUITION in-

creased as the weeks went
by, and I became one of Rose-
mary’s few good friends.
Whenever I could snatch an
hour, I'd sit there in her of-
fice, discussing new titles we
were planning to reprint and
listening to her unfailingly
brilliant advice. I was even
beginning to feel a romantic
inclination toward her, but
she never indicated any such
feelings toward me. I kept my.
own emotions in check.

But it was in the distribu-
tion end of our business that
she proved her devotion and
fantastic skill, Neptune han-

.1 all its own distribution,
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which meant shipping books
to several hundred wholesal-
ers scattered throughout the
country. Rosemary had risen
to the post of Circulation
Manager, a rare job for a
young woman. and pcrhaps
the most important position
in the whole comnany.

She would sit at her desk
for hours, scrabbling over cal-
culations, and then come up
tired but trlumnhant with the
solution, “Increase Salt Lake
City’s draw to 5.000 on this
title,” she’d ord~r. Or, “Trans-
fer a thousand Westerns from
Dallas to Kanecas City.” I'd
look at her in amarement, and
sometimes I'd think she was
over-reaching herself, but
they always did what she said
—and Neptune Fept smiling
on all those covers.

When I'd ask her about
some fantastic bit of luck by
which she’d transferred the
right books to the right place
at the right time, she’d simply
sigh and say: “Oh, I heard
they were having a conven-
tion out there, and figured
they could use another thou-
sand of that title.”

After the first few months
I got used to this wizardry,
and like the others I stopped
asking her. I just read books
and helped decide which ones
to reprint, and watched the
money roll in.
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THERE WAS only one
thing about the job that
was unpleasant. And that was
Mason, the vice president.
The real owner of Neptune
Books was some shadowy
midwest Croesus, whom no
one ever saw; for all practical
purposes, Mason was the big
boss.

We were on the third floor
of an ancient building on
West 47th Street, and space
was at a minimum. Not that
the place wasn’t big enough
to start with; but with bill-
ing machines, bookkeepers,
files. and the other necessities
of distribution taking up so
much room, we didn’t have an
awful lot of floor left for the
executive end. Mason had
solved his problem by erect-
ing a partition ten feet square,
and declaring that the space
inside the wall was his pri-
vate office. He was a big.
overbearing boor about a lot
of little things, and he kept
gettine under my skin.

About once a week he’d
hold what he called a strategy
meeting, We’d all crowd into
his private office. He'd do
most of the talking, outlining
company volicies and telling
us about his foggy future
nlans. Rosemary. at least. was
entitled to a chair at these
boring lectures. But I, being
the youngest of the editorial
staff usually found myself
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sitting on the thick green rug
that covered the floor.

It was obvious to me from
the start that Rosemary and
Mason hated each other. Rose-
mary hated him because he
was the only person who
stood between her and place
to which she could advance.
Mason hated her because he
knew her feelings and desires
for the vice presidency of
Neptune Books. Of course, he
couldn’t fire her. By that
time, Rosemary’s word was
gospel and her every decision
went unquestioned. It was the
old law of the jungle: Eat or
be eaten.

We all knew that Mason
was waiting for her to make
just one mistake, but she nev
er made it. The sales figures
kept climbing and Rosemarv
kept on with her necromancy
on paper at her desk. Pretty
soon it got so that even a poor
title sold a half-million cop-
ies—and a million copy sale
was considered just average
Rosemarv would dash into mv
office holding a hard-covered
edition of some cheap novel
that hadn’t sold three thou-
sand copies in the trade edi-
tion—and she’d insist we re-
print it in soft covers. We’d
argue that it hadn’t sold well
at all. but she’d simply sav:
“That’s all the more readers
left for us.” Of course, we'd
finally agree; and, of course,
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the book would sell around
two million copies.

Y THE time I'd been there

six months, my friendship
with Rosemary had increased
to the point where I was tak-
ing her to lunch a couple of
times a week. It was at one of
these luncheon dates, in a lit-
tle French place off Fifth
Avenue, that I finally per-
suaded her to tell me the se-
cret of her fantastic skill.

“Well,” she said, “I've nev-
er told this to any of the oth-
er vultures, but somehow
you’re different.” I thanked
her quickly and she went on:
“It’s all done by figuring the
percentage of incidents. It
took me nearly five years to
work out a sort of slide-rule
mathematical equation. I've
discovered that it’s mathemat-
ically possible to cause any
two objects to meet at a giv-
en time and place, provided
you know enough about these
objects and can exercise
enough control over one of
them. I aim one angle of inci-
dence to meet another angle
of incidence. Result? Co-inci-
dence!”

It sounded even more fan-
tastic to me, but I didn’t in-
terrupt.

“In the case of distribu-
tion,” she went on, “I figure
out just where and when the
supply and demand will meet.
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I sent books to that spot—and
people buy them. It’s that
simple.”

I shook my head and asked
for more details.

“Look,” she said, “figuring
mathematically that 500 peo-
ple in Chicago will want one
of our new mysteries next
Tuesday, I see that that many
books get out there. That’s
all; my equation works it all
out for me. It means getting
the books to exactly the spot
where the consumer is when
he decides he wants that cer-
tain book.”

Her eyes drooped as she
added ominously: “I can do
the same thing with any two
objects, knowing enough
about them.”

“Why did you choose pub-
lishing?”

“I knew it was the best way
for me to get to the top fast.
The big drawback in publish-
ing has always been, it seems
to me, that the books aren’t
around at the exact instant
that most people want to buy
them. By the time they see the
book they wanted, the pur-
chasing desire has decreased.
Put the books into their hands
when their purchasing desire
is at its peak, and you’ve got
sales.”

“And you say you can do
this with other things as
well?”
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ever stop to think that
when a man gets hit with an
automobile it’'s because both
of them have come together
at exactly the same time and
place by a chain of events?
Think of the millions of
events, all unconnected, that
have resulted in their coming
together.”

“And you claim you can
control some of these events.”

“Some of them. I can make
calculations. If I can control
some of the fractional events,
I can bring man and book, or
man and automobile, togeth-
er.”

She looked so serious that
T laughed a little. “With that
sort of power, you can con-
trol destiny.”

She didn’t laugh. “Yes, I
suppose I could.:.”

The conversation ended
there. Going back to work, I
pushed the incident to the
back of my mind. We had to
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line up some strong sellers—
five million copy sellers—for
the big Christmas trade, and
I was busy fighting with pub-
lishers for rights.

T WAS one afternoon

around four that Rosemary
and Mason had their last big
fight. It was over a policy
matter, concerning exactly
what type of books we should
concentrate on; and Mason,
for once, wouldn’t listen to
Rosemary.

“I'm still in charge here,”
he told her sharply. “You
haven’t got my job yet. And
if I have anything to do with
it, you won’t get it either; I'll
keep it if I have to live to be
a hundred.”

Rosemary’s bony face
looked frostbitten, She said
nothing in return; she simply
retreated to her tiny office. I
thought that the whole thing
had blown over until, a few
days later I happened to walk
in and found her gazing out
the window, making careful
notes on a memo pad. When
I asked hef what she was do-
ing, she was too absorbed to
reply. But I had seen enough
to know, anyway.

Rosemary was timing the
traffic light on the corner of
Fifth Avenue and Forty-sev-
enth Street and ticking off
the number of cars that
passed.
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In the days that followed,
I caught her looking out the
window several times, writing
figures, timing automobiles
as they rounded the corner.
And she began watching Ma-
son closely, too. He always
left the office at three min-
utes to five. He was the kind
of punctual man you could set
your watch by; he always
walked down the two flights
of stairs, rather than wait for
the elevator.

Rosemary began staying
late at the office, until after
Mason - left, Then she would
run to the window and time
him as he left the building
and crossed JForty-seventh
Street on his way to Grand
Central Terminal.

I told myself it was all
sheer nonsense, but still...

It" was on a Friday night,
just before five, that she
stepped from her office, stood
in the hall and called to Ma-
son as he was leaving. He
frowned and walked over to
her, glancing at his watch;
she started discussing some
quite irrelevant matter about
a wholesaler out in California.

I GLANCED at the big wall
clock as they talked, and I
was aware that Rosemary was
watching it, too. Finally,
when they’d been talking for
exactly fifty-five seconds, she
suddenly cut the conversation
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short and retreated to her of-
fice, closing the door. Hast-
ily Mason went down the
stairs to the street.

I went to my own window
and looked out. Slowly but
surely an odd feeling crept
over me. I wanted to shout
out to Mason, to warn him—
but I remained numb. What
would I be trying to save him
from?

I watched him come out of
the building and start across
the street.

He was halfway across,
when a taxi rushed around the
corner and struck him head
on...
Well, shortly after Mason’s
funeral, word came from the
big boss that Rosemary was
now vice president of Nep-
tune Books. We were all hap-
py for her, of course, but it
wasn’t long after that that I
left Neptune and went back
to my old job on a true crime
magazine.

Oh, I know the whole thing
is fantastic, and that Mason’s
death was just a coincidence,
but still I felt a chill about
staying around here, near
Rosemary.

Suppose I'd fallen hard for
her and asked her to marry
me. And she accepted. T'd
spend the rest of my life won-
dering when she was going to
stop me and talk to me for ex-
actly fifty-five seconds!



