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INTRODUCTION





HELEN REILLY (1891–1962) began writing mysteries at the urging of a family friend, the noted author William McFee, and honored him by naming her series character McKee. Reilly’s books usually feature New York City police detective Christopher McKee, who went on to become the head of the Homicide Squad, and were among the first American novels to stress police procedure.


It was common for female American Golden Age writers to lean toward writing in the “had-I-but-known” school of romantic suspense that made Mary Roberts Rinehart the best-selling mystery writer in the United States for decades from 1910 to the 1950s. Reilly, however, was virtually unique in writing police novels as a woman in the 1930s, though she gradually slipped into the woman-in-jeopardy genre, sometimes coming perilously close to producing HIBK stories.


Several writers strongly influenced Reilly, notably the wildly successful S.S. Van Dine, whose early Philo Vance novels were all the rage in the 1920s and early 1930s. It was clear that Anthony Abbot also was deeply influenced by Van Dine and served as an additional model for Reilly, whose series character McKee, like Thatcher Colt but unlike Vance, was a New York City policeman. While McKee was not quite as erudite as Vance, he was a challenger, as was the early Ellery Queen.


Several elements connect all four writers, though Van Dine and Queen have endured as popular writers longer than Abbot or Reilly.


All are New Yorkers. All are pedants (McKee less than the others but, still…).


The two cops and the two amateurs have friends within the justice system, whether police officers or district attorneys, from whom they either receive help in solving a case or are consulted and provide it. Recurring characters, in addition to the protagonists, are featured in most of their books, helping to give them depth and the pleasure of other voices. In the McKee series, the policeman relies on his close relationship with District Attorney John Francis Dwyer.


In the tradition of detective fiction since Edgar Allan Poe took pen to paper, the hero crimefighter has an assistant who takes the role of the readers’ surrogate by not quite understanding what the great man is thinking and requires explanations, as the reader does. In Reilly’s case, McKee’s associate is his friend and fellow bachelor Todhunter, the highly effective “little gray man” cop who works for him. He is not alone, however, as McKee, in true procedural mode, has a large team of police who assist in a multitude of tasks that could never be accomplished by a single policeman. They handle background checks, engage in disguise and impersonation for undercover jobs, visit crime scenes, and question possible eyewitnesses.


An element of a McKee investigation that is unlike anything attempted by Van Dine, Queen, or Abbot is that we are with McKee every step of the way, sharing McKee’s thoughts, theories, discoveries, and deductions throughout the case, instead of the more common denouement when the detective hero explains everything to an awed collection of suspects and law enforcement members at the very end of the book.


Reilly’s early work, like McKee of Centre Street (1933), was set in the Depression era or its immediate aftermath and featured the people who were most likely to be affected by it. Unlike Queen and Van Dine, who solved crimes among the upper levels of society, among lush homes, servants, and enormous wealth, McKee’s work is accomplished in shabby apartments in poor neighborhoods populated by people worried about having enough to eat and keeping a roof over their heads.


Unlike the lower classes in the work of Dashiell Hammett, Cornell Woolrich, and most pulp writers, who are mainly criminals, the people in Reilly’s books are mainly honest, hard-working people struggling through tough times. And McKee is a good, honest cop who genuinely wants to help civilians get a fair shake.


McKee had appeared in two earlier books, The Diamond Feather (1930) and Murder in the Mews (1931), but it is in McKee of Centre Street (1933) in which he becomes a fully developed character involved in a genuine investigation—the essence of detective fiction.


The Centre Street in the title, with its British spelling, is the location of the headquarters of the New York City Police Department, and the narrative opens with a detailed description of the radio room, giving readers a realistic view of the less-than-glamorous venue in which McKee and his colleagues work.


It is getting close to a century since the book was written but, in many ways, the set-up of the police headquarters is not very different from today. Sure, technology has become a good deal more sophisticated than the radios that were the cutting edge of modern communication in 1933 but having a room that serves as the center of the nervous system that reaches every corner of the city still exists.


For the action that sets the novel into motion, Reilly precisely notes the time when McKee enters headquarters (10:03), finishes getting a report (10:05), and a nearly minute-by-minute account of the activities performed until 10:16, when he arrives at the speakeasy where a woman has been killed.


Meticulous attention to police procedure follows throughout the investigations as various members of the department scour the crime scene for clues, interview everyone in the bar, some of whom were then shadowed, and employ the forensics that were available at the time. This approach to solving a crime may lack some of the pizazz of a dying clue or footprints on a ceiling, but it gives readers an accurate, realistic illustration of the life and times of ordinary New York City police and the citizens they were hired to protect.


How Reilly was able to so accurately describe the world of the lower middle class is somewhat surprising, as she came from an upper middle class family. Born Helen Kieran, she was the daughter of Dr. James M. Kieran, president of Hunter College. Her brother John was a famous naturalist and erstwhile panelist on the famous radio show Information Please. Another brother, James, also wrote a mystery: Come Murder Me (1952).


Helen was married to the artist/cartoonist Paul Reilly, with whom she had four daughters, two of whom, Ursula Curtiss and Mary McMullen, became successful mystery writers.


After living in Westport, Connecticut, for many years, Helen moved back to New York, where she had spent her early years, when her husband died in 1944. In 1960, she moved to New Mexico with the Curtiss family but, as Ursula wrote, her mother “always missed New York. She was a born and bred New Yorker.”


Reilly wrote more than thirty novels about McKee in addition to three non-series books under the pseudonym Kieran Abbey. A major contribution to her ability to describe faithfully and accurately police procedure was that she had become one of the few “outsiders” to be given access to the Manhattan Homicide Squad’s files.


In 1941, the great mystery scholar Howard Haycraft praised the McKee novels as “among the most convincing that have been composed on the premise of actual police procedure.”


Otto Penzler


New York, July 2023












CHAPTER I





THE WEATHER prediction for May twenty-first was “clear and cooler.” As a matter of fact it was hot and rained on and off all day—which didn’t make any difference in the end.


McKee went up the last flight of stairs in the long gray building on Centre Street that night fishing for a minnow. He caught a whale. No sign of it then. It was exactly ten-three when he opened the last door and stepped inside.


The radio room was an inverted finger bowl of dull gold. Light flowed back from the rounded walls, stopped at a patch of sky dark above the ventilators. In the middle of the floor three big tables formed a hollow square at one end. The top of the tables was a map of the five boroughs divided by colored cords into little red sectors and bigger gray ones. Scattered over the red sectors were numbered brass disks representing the green scout cars carrying two uniformed men, one to each red division and, moving about the gray ones, the unrecognizable master cars loaded with detectives, machine guns, tear-gas and smoke bombs. There was a microphone at the far end of the room; at right angles a short distance away, the sending apparatus.


There were two operators inside the square, keen young men in blue broadcloth shirts, head sets on, watching the movement of patrols with intent eyes. A third man, Lieutenant Balcom, sat at a desk thumping a typewriter. When the head of the Manhattan Homicide Squad came in, Balcom jumped up, his hand out. He said to the tall lean man in smoky tweeds:


“Well, this is a pleasure, Inspector. What can I do for you?”


McKee smiled. “I’ve been out of the city on a case—just back.” And put his request: A man the patrol had picked up in Brooklyn the night before. “He’s a Negro, twenty-one or -two, probably done time, probably gave a false name, also. He’s a fellow I’m after as a witness.”


“Right, Inspector, I’ll run through what we’ve got if you’ll wait.”


That was at ten-five. While Balcom went through the turnover for the last twenty-four hours stabbed on the file on his desk, McKee picked up the Annual Police Report, skipped the picture of the mayor, and began to read the commissioner’s summary of crime, with his customary morose expression:




“Crimes of violence decreased 2.6% as compared with the year 1931. There were 11 less murders and manslaughters committed than in the year 1931. Of the 478 cases of murder and manslaughter reported, 118 of those killed had criminal records. There were thirty-two less homicides committed with the use of firearms than in the year 1931. Felonious assaults were 4.3% higher than in the year 1931. Burglary cases reported were 9.7% lower than in the year 1931. Grand larceny cases …”





Balcom turned, flourishing a sheet of paper. Behind his shoulder the minute hand of the clock jerked forward. Six minutes after ten. Balcom said: “This may be the fellow you’re looking for. Call came in last night that a haberdashery store in south Brooklyn was being broken into. Broadcast the message to cars in that sector. When they got there, a smashed window—nothing else. They let us know. We then sent a general alarm through the entire district. A car a half-mile away saw a Negro lurking in a doorway. He might have been all right, then again he mightn’t. Our men hopped out to look him over. The Negro ran up some stairs. They followed. He had a big box under his arm. They asked him about that, and he said he’d been shopping. It was three o’clock in the morning. They opened the box. Six shirts, a flock of ties, B. V. D.’s, a dozen pairs of socks. They brought him in. He gave his name as Harold Kraft. His yellow sheet’s got plenty on it. I’m afraid——”


Then and there Mr. Kraft ceased to be of the slightest interest. A phone rang. The other men were busy. Balcom picked it up and listened. McKee listened, too, half absently at first, scarcely recording. In the still air of the golden bowl the voice of a man at the other end of the wire was distinctly audible, high, breathless, and edged thinly with hysteria: “Police Headquarters? Police … She’s dead. Right before our eyes … on the Sanctuary floor …” The voice stopped. Something banged, there was a muffled cry, a pause filled with silence, then a click. Balcom jiggled the hook up and down and swore. He said into the mouthpiece: “Operator, operator, Police Headquarters. I’ve been cut off. Trace the call that just came in. Hurry!” and turned to the inspector with a groan. “A woman dead in a church, and there are only two thousand, eight hundred and nine of them in the city. That’s all.”


McKee didn’t answer. He tossed aside the report he had been reading with satisfaction, thrust his hands into his pockets. His gaze touched walls, floor, ceiling. The “Sanctuary”… somewhere … recently … at his elbow the operator’s voice was nasal out of black rubber. “Sorry, Headquarters, can’t locate that call for you. Dial phone.”


Balcom slammed the receiver back on the hook and stared helplessly. If he’d gotten the location of the church the radio car would be on its way there now. The inspector went on thinking: “Sanctuary, Sanctuary!” The picture began to fade in. A chair, a lamp, a magazine. Telfair’s place, sketches in a magazine, a new weekly printed on good paper, “Bab … Babylon!” He said quietly:


“The Sanctuary is a speakeasy on Thirteenth Street between Sixth and Seventh avenues. The number is 604.”


Balcom was across the floor in three strides. A quick look at the map for the number on the brass disk covering the location, at the microphone then. He reached up, pulled a lever. On the opposite side of the room, lamps in the transmitter were a blue glare behind wire netting. Crash and bang as though a bomb had dropped, above it, high, thin, electric, an owl’s hoot to let the men in the cruising cars know that an alarm was about to be sent out. Balcom put his face close to the bronze disk, said slowly and distinctly, “Car 253, Car 253, Sixth precinct, 604 West Thirteenth Street, Code signal 30, Time 10:09 P. M.” He stepped back.


McKee was already at the desk, crouched negligently over the department phone. Six words to the Telegraph Bureau next door: “Homicide, speakeasy, 604 West Thirteenth Street.” Six words alone were required for all concerned to report to the scene of the crime, medical examiner, district attorney on homicide duty, his stenographer, fingerprint men, photographer, district and borough commanders, the assistant chief, and the police commissioner himself, every one of them available at any hour of the day or night. This done, he pushed the phone away, picked up another, got his own office, and said, his voice unhurried and sure: “Hello, Steve. The inspector. Who’s doing night duty? … All right. Send them down to the Sanctuary.” He gave the address, put the receiver back on the hook, turned away, felt for a cigarette, didn’t light it, fell into a dreamless slumber on his feet, tall, slouching; cavernous eyes fixed, wide open. Who had a line on the speaks in the neighborhood? Hughes, the taxi starter at Twenty-third Street, for whom he’d done a favor, was thoroughly familiar with the lower West Side. He got the number and waited.


The radio room couldn’t wait. Calls coming in now—fast. Crime fermenting in the darkness, patience wearing thin, endurance ebbing. Bang and jar of the transmitter, steel flash, high whine of the signal. A man was trying to climb in a second-story window on 56th Street, a dog had been run over on Atlantic Avenue, a woman had taken iodine in a drugstore on Sutton Place. A hit-and-run driver.… McKee got Hughes and put his question: “Hello, Hughes, Inspector McKee. Who runs that speak called the Sanctuary on Thirteenth Street? Gus and Louis? … Citizens … I see. Fancy crowd?… Thanks. Yes, sometime soon.”


Already Balcom had reversed the little brass disk on the red sector bounded by Twelfth Street on the south and Seventeenth on the north. As McKee went past him with that deceptively languid stride, the lieutenant grinned and saluted.


“Luck, Inspector. Our men are probably there now.”


McKee nodded, waved a hand, opened the door, closed it behind him. He was in the Telegraph Bureau. In a shabby glare khaki-shirted men in black ties were ranged either side of a long switchboard, their faces moon ovals beneath eyeshades. Behind glass in a corner, another official commanded receiving and sending teletype machines. The Policewoman’s Bureau, the stairs. Down and down through the silent building, past the chief surgeon’s office, the line-up room, into the lower hall with its information booth; wall on the right hung with bronze tablets where one could only be inscribed with honor by being dead, through the revolving door to the street. Pete, policeman chauffeur, behind the wheel of the Cadillac, waiting. Thirty seconds later, with the blue plate in the windshield, the car was flashing north, its way cleared, past lights, through the dark labyrinth of the chill night streets.


Meanwhile pandemonium raged, discordant, ugly behind the grilled iron doors of one of New York’s smartest speaks. The Sanctuary was crowded that night. Bankers, brokers, artists, writers, men about town, women who should have known better, young people out on a bender, a sprinkling of social registerites, sightseers, sitting at small tables in soft light, perfumed with the odor of flowers, of wine, and of food, were shocked into cold sobriety in the twinkling of an eye. At one moment everything was just as usual. The long room was full of the tuneful wailings of the sax, the plucked notes of a violin, murmur of voices, figures shadowy above white cloths, people moving cautiously in gloom, cigarette tips glowing, glasses suspended in air, all eyes fastened with almost hypnotic compulsion on the slender gleaming figure in the middle of the dance floor. At the next, no one seemed quite to understand exactly what had happened, except that the delicately molded shaft of ice and glitter, arms extended, stopped whirling in full flight and tumbled, with a thud you could hear above the music, to the floor. One long-drawn shocked breath and the restaurant was a shambles of china and glass and incoherent babble. “What happened? … A stroke? … She’s dead.… Did you say she was dead? … A doctor, better get a doctor! … Heart, I guess.… Let’s get out of here!”


A doctor and the proprietor stampeded through the press. The spotlight, motionless on empty boards, had been turned off, the lamps on full. The doctor knelt, peered, sought for a pulse, didn’t find one, laid his head against silver lamé, took it away again, turned back an eyelid, and looked at the proprietor, who acted with a speed and decision surprising in a man of his bulk.


“Ladies and gentlemen … an accident … most regrettable … If you will all step into the inner dining room?” His voice was hollow out of colorless lips in a face exuding moisture. No one had the slightest desire to remain in the garden. There was a concerted rush for the door at the far end. Even the doctor went to have a brandy in the bar when he saw he couldn’t be of the slightest use. That was at ten minutes after ten. At ten-sixteen the radio patrol rolled up.


The police were just in time. The doctor, warmed by liquor to a regard for his civic duties, commandeered a couple of waiters in an attempt to hold the doors. Another moment and the clamoring crowd would have broken bounds. Some sort of order was at once restored. Detectives from the local precinct entering the speak at ten twenty-two were a help. Sergeant Halloway was in command. He shoved excited guests back into the inner dining room under guard. Another man took up a position at the foot of the stairs leading to the ladies’ room on the second floor, a detective went into the garden, and a uniformed man was assigned to the dark areaway to see that no one slipped past. That was the only entrance or exit.












CHAPTER II





MCKEE GOT out of the Cadillac a few doors east of the Sanctuary and approached it slowly, absorbing the atmosphere. Very few people were, about. The street was dimly lighted, lined with high-stooped brownstone houses of another era, as like as peas in a pod and devoted to the same usage: speakeasies in the basements, upper floors let out to roomers. The rain had stopped. Overhead May stars pierced the sky with tiny pin pricks of liquid silver. As he paused in front of Number 604, three other cars converged from different locations, drew up with a squealing of brakes.


Laconic greetings exchanged, the casual offerings of cool collected men who meet only on such occasions as this that brought them together tonight. “Got a job here.… Some woman killed? … How’s the chief? … Cold, isn’t it?” In a solid phalanx, moving easily, the New York Police Department crossed the pavement, went down three steps without hurry or confusion. A precinct detective opened the door.


McKee went in first, vibrant, attentive, without an ounce of spare flesh on his bones; then Lieutenant Donaher, a puffball of a fellow, nicking the regulation height by a hair; Johnny Tannin, slim and brisk (these three from the Homicide Squad); Sergeant Drake, a fingerprint man in an overcoat too big and a hat too small, spectacles drooping down his nose, an elderly and benevolent crane; a photographer, Dalligan, a dish-faced eager fellow with a big black suitcase; and the assistant medical examiner, Dr. Fernandez, bored and alert. Not much to look at in the way of what men will wear, but advancing with a directness that was a little appalling.


In the hall McKee looked about him quickly. At first glance the Sanctuary was not impressive. A flight of steps slumped sideways with age, a cloakroom like a slit on the right, a long mahogany table with a handsome gilt mirror above it, a hat-check girl on her feet, white-faced except for lipstick freshly applied and hair that could have done with more or less blondine; folding doors to the left, closed now. From behind these doors Babel seeped, thin, high, like waves rising and falling. The precinct man wiped his forehead. “Got the crowd in there, Inspector. Some of them are kicking up a row. Couple of drunks. They all want to beat it. Sergeant’s got their names and addresses. Dame’s dead. Dead when the radio patrol arrived.”


“All right. We’ll have a look.”


The detectives led the way through a door at the back of the hall that gave on a small vestibule lined with waiters’ hats and coats and with brooms and mops in one corner. It was not meant for the use of patrons. This in turn gave on a kitchen, a long whitewashed apartment with a cabinaire for the chef at the far end and almost directly in front of them the door leading into the Sanctuary garden. Before going through this door, McKee glanced around. In order to get into the garden, guests had to cross the kitchen from the bar, and would, therefore, granted the men weren’t busy, be under the observation of both the bartender and the chef. He turned to Tannin: “Go find out what the situation was in these rooms when she died.”


The garden then. Just inside the restaurant proper, perhaps five feet beyond the door, a mahogany barrier with service tables in front of it and topped with ferns and flowers, cut off their view. They rounded this, and McKee stood still, the others glancing curiously from behind. A long and wide room crowded with little tables and threaded lengthwise with two aisles. The place was a gimcrack paradise simulating the worst features of a baronial hall, a walled garden, and the smoking room of a cabin liner. It felt stuffy and at the same time dank. It smelt of fish and grease and perfume and cigarette smoke and the dregs of wine. Apparently nothing had been touched. A pair of gloves left behind here, a crumpled handkerchief there, a discarded corsage of orchids, an umbrella (some careful commuter). Overturned chairs, crumpled napkins, smashed glasses added to the confusion. The table lamps were out, and a huge bulb in the ceiling shed a garish and dusty light over marble that was cement, grained wood that was iron; even the flowers lining the walls looked faded and weary, as though they could no longer keep up the pretense of blooming in Eden. In the middle of the room, surrounded by tables, was the dance floor.


And in that open space, a little offside, lay a woman, nothing from that distance but a shimmer of green and silver and twisted limbs. McKee started along the aisle, gave way to Dr. Fernandez. They fetched up, the lot, three feet from the motionless huddle of silk and flesh, staring down in the involuntary silence that death commands.


The dancer was beautiful. It was not an attractive face. But her features were almost perfect. A Grecian head lovely in its sculptured simplicity, its sure blunted grace. But there was greed in the square jut of the chin, sensuality in the curve of the lips, and cruelty in the white-lidded, heavily lashed eyes. A fisher of men … most assuredly. Death could not subdue the springing curves of her body, high small breasts, rounded thighs, delicate limbs, reverting now by an inexorable process into the end of all things.


She was lying on her side, one arm flung back over her head, and, except for those wide-open eyes gazing up at the doubtful oak of the Sanctuary rafters with a surprised expression, the grace of her posture might have meant a fainting fit or sudden sleep. Only that in addition there was a strawberry splash on white flesh and silver tissue seeping into a jagged splotch near the umbilicus.


The medical examiner got down on his knees. Sergeant Drake, after a clicking sound, began to unpack his paraphernalia. Dalligan, so young and so anxious to do a good job that he could take a little thing like this in his stride, was looking around for the best location for his shots. McKee murmured a direction to Donaher and turned to Halloway. “Now then, Sergeant.”


Consulting scribbled notes, Halloway produced what he had. The dead woman was Rita Rodriguez, a dancer, hired by Gus Evans at a theatrical agency. She had been performing at the Sanctuary for about seven weeks. She came on each night at eight, at ten, and twelve. Her dance took about fifteen minutes. Tonight everything was just as usual except that she was about ten minutes late arriving at the speakeasy, had gone immediately to her dressing room “back there”—the sergeant waved towards the barrier at the rear of the garden. “We looked it over, nothing there.” At any rate, Rita took off her street clothes, changed into her costume, did her act, went back to her room, stayed there until ten, came in again, punctually this time, had been doing her stuff for about—— “I know,” McKee said, “eight or nine minutes.” “Yes. All of a sudden, without any warning, nobody heard a sound, she didn’t cry out or anything, she dropped to the floor. By the time a doctor who was eating here got to her, she was dead.”


“Bring me,” McKee said, “the proprietor.”


His glance was thoughtful and withdrawn. Out in front the medical examiner threw over his shoulder without turning: “This woman was shot, Inspector. One in the breast and another bullet in the abdomen.” He stood up. “Better get the pictures first and then I’ll give you what I can get.”


Dalligan, who had been moving around on the far side of the room like an acolyte preparing the ground for some strange festival, called “Watch your eyes,” pressed a switch, and roto floodlights filled the place with an incredible radiance, blue-white, blinding. The French camera was brought into play, that famous wide-angle lens whose twin, the only other one of its kind in the world, reposed in the Sûreté in Paris. Again and again and again, from different positions, he recorded the dancer’s body, before photographing the room itself. Drake’s turn then. He took the dead woman’s fingerprints, each one on a separate piece of paper, making sure not to get them mixed before they were pasted on the fingerprint blank, began to scrutinize the results. Nothing unusual, loops, whirls, deltas, islands—no scars. In the middle of this the proprietor arrived.


Gus Evans was a big man with a body run to fat, a stolid face, little sharp eyes. He and a partner named Louis Verrili owned the Sanctuary. Louis was away that night. Mopping cheeks and forehead with a gray silk handkerchief, although it had turned colder, he repeated the story he had already told Halloway. McKee interrupted with a question which the sergeant answered. “Yeah, she lives at a hotel on Thirty-seventh Street. I sent a man over.” Gus proceeded to relate with passion that he knew nothing of the dancer’s private life, that she never ate or drank with anyone; didn’t have any friends who came to the Sanctuary, concealing in a dribble of words a detail that the Scotsman pounced on. Rita was terminating her engagement that night.


“And she told you that—when?”


“She was late getting in, see? I went back to talk to her. She said she was quitting. It was after—after she had done her turn at eight.” He was lying. Contemplating cupidity ill concealed behind scanty lashes, McKee couldn’t at the moment see the point of this lie.… He went on to elicit more detail.


“What happened after Miss Rodriguez collapsed? Are all the people in the Sanctuary now who were here at the time?”


“Yes. When we found she was dead I got them all into the dining room inside and—and—called the police.” Again he was lying. His was not the voice that had come screaming into the golden bowl at the top of Police Headquarters. The inspector nodded approval, his voice bland.


“And is this room now just as it was when Miss Rodriguez was shot?”


“Shot?” Gus quivered all over, panting.


“Yes, shot with a gun with a silencer on it. Is this room just as it was then?”


“Except for … the lights and … the people.”


“What about the lights?”


“They were off except for the spotlight on the dancer.


“The spotlight?”


“Yes. Up there in the back room.”


Gus exuded a fresh crop of moisture on a bulging forehead not stuffed with brains. McKee turned. The Sanctuary garden was two stories high. Built out into the back yard, its inner wall was the old outer wall of the original house, and it was through the middle window of three on the second story that light was directed on the dance floor. It was essential to get at the roots of Gus’s unease—his misstatements. Was he shielding someone? Absently, his gaze on the room which was being fine-tooth-combed by detectives, McKee dismissed the man; sent Tannin for the electrician. The guests were all in the inner room milling around. He wasn’t ready for them yet. Had anyone left the place since the shot was fired?


Stutz, the ballistics man from headquarters, had already arrived. He was standing at the edge of the dance floor. McKee joined him as Fernandez turned the body over. A small heavy object came out of a blood-stained fold of silver cloth. Stutz swooped and picked it up. “Oh, great,” he said, “a spent bullet.” He scrutinized the lead closely. “Fine, Inspector, very nice indeed. Now we have something to work on.” It was true that even to an untrained eye the lines of the boring and barrel rifling were clearly impressed on the slug, but McKee was not jubilant. For the dancer had been shot at the particular point in the dance when she was whirling on her toes—impossible to tell which way she was facing or from what distance the bullet had come. He listened morosely while the men began to discuss the orifice of the wound and the angle at which the bullet had entered the body. Entrance and exit, entrance—no exit. “We’ll get that in the autopsy. Yes.” McKee turned away. Tannin was advancing down the aisle with a man in tow.


It was Williams, the Sanctuary’s handy man and electrician. Williams looked frightened and then ill when he saw the body. Tannin began shooting routine questions at him under the inspector’s negligent gaze. The moment Williams spoke, McKee knew his voice. Undoubtedly Williams and not Gus was the man who had called Police Headquarters. And what had happened was at once plain. The electrician, directing the spotlight and familiar with every movement of the dance, had realized more quickly than the spectators that something serious had happened. He fled to the phone. Gus, on the floor underneath, saw the light sag, rushed upstairs and snatched the receiver out of his hand—a second too late. Why was the proprietor so anxious to delay the arrival of the police?


He asked Williams that, quietly. The man’s teeth chattered, and he looked over his shoulder. Tannin brought his hand down heavily on the gray flannel of a work shirt. “Lost your tongue, have you?”


“Gus … Gus didn’t … He came upstairs. Then we both came down. He didn’t know I was telephoning to the police. He wanted to do it himself.”


McKee was calculating. The call had come in at ten-nine. Allow a minute. Rita had been killed at ten-eight. The radio patrol had arrived at ten-sixteen. Donaher, checking up, had already emptied the hall and bar of spectators immediately after the killing, for the hat-check girl, bartender, and chef had all rushed into the dining room at the outcry. Williams’s story put him on the stairs in the period that followed. The Scotsman said, his voice mild:


“On your way down here, Williams, did you see anyone going out?”


And then it came, the flaw in an otherwise perfect set-up, prompt arrival of the police, bottling up of exits, detention of all persons at the scene of the crime. For the electrician, frowning, first thought, and was then absolutely sure, that as he was running towards the stairs he had heard voices in the lower hall, followed by the clang of the outside door.












CHAPTER III





VOICES MEANT two people. For certainly no drunk, however far gone, would have been engaged in conversation with himself on that extremely expeditious flight from the Sanctuary, just after the dancer was shot. It was absolutely necessary to find out who these two people were. But there are more ways of killing a cat than by choking it with butter. Guests do not come to a speakeasy without eating and drinking; it isn’t encouraged by the management. The checks were reposing on the file in the bar. They should provide a fairly accurate tally. McKee sent Tannin to investigate this angle while he went on a little tour. The electrician’s cubbyhole, the ladies’ room on the floor above, all the rooms down here, were being quietly searched for a weapon. The Scotsman started for the dancer’s dressing room.


Four feet of space behind the mahogany barrier at the back of the garden. He stepped into the narrow corridor. Two telephone booths in the near corner, a small door at the far end, the rear wall roughly paneled in pine, green linoleum on the floor. McKee skirted the linoleum carefully in order not to destroy tracks, for the flooring here had not as yet been examined, opened the little door, closed it behind him, and looked around.


The room was small, square, contained a dressing table, a chair, a closet, and a washbasin behind a screen. There was linoleum on the floor here, too. The walls were gray. There was no window. McKee lifted the screen aside. The shelf above the basin held various cosmetics, creams, powders, rouge. McKee sniffed at a satin-covered box and got, in a cloying wave, the same odor that clung to the dancer’s body, a sweet, lingering, and heady perfume of Chinese lilies. It was like the woman/herself, a distilled essence of that ivory skin touched with henna on cheeks and lips, numbing, soporific.


He went on with his intense scrutiny. The only thing of interest behind the screen was a little heap of gray ash, such as might fall from a cigarette burning unheeded. Two things were at once evident: In spite of Gus’s assertion to the contrary, Rita had had a visitor here, for it was certainly not the proprietor who had stood behind the screen. The space was too narrow. Equally certain it was not the dancer herself. His first glance at the woman had told him she was not a smoker. Just as he had figured her age roughly from the tiny gum-line fillings showing beneath the scarlet arch of her upper lip. The edges of these fillings showed not the slightest trace of stain, showed in addition that she was not as young as she looked. That type of cavity becomes prevalent as a general rule after twenty-five and nearer thirty.


He turned his attention to the rest of the room. At first glance it said little or nothing. Simply verified the story that she had come in here; had taken off her street clothes—green duvetyn dress with white collar and cuffs, brown pumps, beige stockings, a tan tweed coat with a fox collar, and chamois gloves, and had changed into her costume. There was one thing that McKee missed, searched for in the pockets of her coat, didn’t find, and continued to be annoyed. Where was the dancer’s purse? Certainly not in the dressing room. He snipped the label from the coat, the laundry mark from her dress, picked up one of her shoes. To stand, astonished, turning the slipper over in his fingers.


It was made of expensive brown calf, with a turned sole and a slender heel, but the fact that the dead woman had a beautiful foot was not what brought the sudden gleam into the back of the Scotsman’s cavernous brown eyes. The leather itself, just above the sole, bore a faint wavering line of moisture which was still damp to the touch—the spike heel had within a very short time been plunged into earth, fragments of which made a dull smear on its shining surface.


Gus had said, and his testimony—Tannin had gone into that—had been backed up by the check girl and the man on the door, that the dancer had entered the Sanctuary at ten minutes after eight. The night was fine then, with merely the threat and smell of rain in the sultry air. To the best of McKee’s knowledge the sudden showers that had deluged the city, stopping at four, hadn’t begun again until around nine. How, then, if Rita had remained in the speakeasy, had she gotten her shoes wet?


Putting the slipper beside its companion, he left the dressing room and strode along the corridor towards the telephone booths at the far end. He pulled the handle of the first door which was not quite closed. The door stuck, then slid back. McKee stood still. Crowded into the dark interior, a woman faced him in dimness. Her arms were hanging at her sides, her shoulders flat against wood, her eyes closed. As he stared, she opened her eyes.


The inspector said softly: “Can I—be of any assistance to you?”


Her voice was collected enough. “Thanks very much. I’m afraid I fainted. Stupid of me.” Refusing McKee’s hand, she stepped out of the telephone booth and walked, unassisted, past the mahogany barrier and into the main body of the dining room. He pulled out a chair. She sat down.


She was young, perhaps twenty-five or -six, slim, with a pair of long gray eyes whose brightness hardly suggested physical collapse. She accepted the room, the garish light, the presence of the police without any attempt at surprise, turned her head, saw the silver-and-green huddle on the floor with Stutz and the medical examiner still busy over it, put the back of her hand across her eyes with a quick breath, took it away again and looked at McKee.


“Is she—dead?”


“I’m afraid so. Yes.”


“You’re a—a policeman, too?”


“Yes.” Somewhere, sometime, he had seen this girl before. That wasn’t what engrossed his attention. How was it that she had remained in the telephone booth unseen for so long a time? Granted that the door was not quite shut and the light in the ceiling not therefore on, her face and hands should have been visible to the precinct man who had given the place the once-over on his arrival. Unless she had deliberately concealed herself. As though she guessed his thoughts, she said:


“You will want to know things, of course. I’ve been in the booth for hours. Perhaps I’d better begin at the beginning. My name is Judith Pierce, and I was dining here tonight with a friend, Mrs. Gerald Gair, when—it happened. They told me we couldn’t go. Mrs. Gair was worried. The last train leaves at eleven, and she wanted to get out to the country. I decided to call a friend of mine who has some influence, but I had trouble getting him, and then the memory of … of the dancer falling … and the heat made me feel faint. The next thing I knew you were there. Is that—all right?” She smiled. McKee remained grave. The young lady was too ingenuous.


Rita Rodriguez had been shot at around eight minutes after ten. They themselves had arrived at a little after half-past. It was now about a quarter of eleven. The girl had been in the booth for over half an hour.


He said: “You know the dead woman, Miss Pierce?”


“Knew her? Why—I’d seen her before, of course—dancing. I often came here. That’s all.”


He asked: “Mrs. Gair, with whom you dined, is still inside?” and she answered: “I suppose so.” Yes, decidedly, eyes, lips, voice under too careful control. And the booth was only a short distance from the dancer’s dressing room. He merely said:


“Odd that your friend hasn’t come looking for you.”


Her “Yes, that’s rather worrying me. If that’s all, may I join her now?” was a cool murmur against a movement of rising from her chair.


He let her go, watched her walk down the aisle without haste, crossed to Drake, who was beginning to assume a fretful expression at the size of his fingerprinting job, borrowed a magnifying glass, and returned to the shadowy corridor behind the barrier. But before proceeding with his task he called the Weather Bureau. A curt voice at the other end of the wire confirmed his earlier guess. Showers had begun at eight fifty-seven, sweeping across Manhattan under a south wind blowing at the rate of forty miles an hour. Which left the riddle of the dancer’s wet slippers exactly where he had found it.


Crossing to the door of the dressing room, he got down on his knees and began to subject the linoleum to careful scrutiny. The chance of finding the girl’s prints was slim, for the flooring, although resilient, was clean, and dry shoes would not ordinarily leave any trace. Kill two birds with one stone. Rita’s had been damp. Torch in one hand, glass in the other, he crawled forward inch by inch.


Once again he was startled. A queer case, with discrepancies that were almost meaningless. No trace of Miss Pierce at all, but of the dancer.… The only entrance to the corridor the opening from the garden, opposite the booths at the far end. Rita’s tracks began midway along its length, proceeding in an unbroken line to her dressing room. But how in the name of blazes had she reached the middle of the corridor without putting her foot to the ground?


McKee bent lower to the smooth green surface, his glance avid now. Two minutes of study gave him the following facts: Of Gus, the Pierce girl, the precinct man who had first examined the dressing room, no trace at all. For the rest, two men had walked to the middle of the corridor, and their feet and those of the dancer had left very definite traces in the strange marriage of prints close to the rear wall. One of these men was undersized and thin. He had fallen arches. The other was tall, wore rubber heels, had been a sailor, was obese, or afflicted with some bodily infirmity, for his line of march was staggered off center.


And suddenly McKee knew for what he had to look, knew the secret of Gus’s attack on the electrician, his uneasiness, the reason why the dancer’s shoes were wet, had half known at the back of his mind all the time, ever since Hughes, the taxi starter, had said over the phone: “The liquor’s swell. It’s the real McCoy.”


He went through the garden without a single glance at the plodding activity of police routine, across the kitchen and into the blazing and empty bar. Folding doors at the far end were closed. Steadily rising clamor came from behind the doors. It didn’t worry the Scotsman. Get the evidence straightened out first and then talk to these people later.


Tony, the bartender, with easy Latin grace was doing nothing behind marble. He detached himself from the wall as McKee came in. Their glances met. Nothing to be got from Tony; silence had been probably made well worth his while. The inspector looked over the shelves; two bottles of gin, one half empty, bathtub stuff, a bottle of Chartreuse two thirds gone, vermouth, fruit, bitters, and a lot of glasses. He said, lighting a cigarette, “Stock’s pretty low, isn’t it?”


Tony was all smiles. “Yes, sir, it is, and that’s a fact. We’re pretty near sold out. Can I mix you a Martini?”


But McKee was already at the kitchen door. As he entered the garden, Tannin advanced between some tables. He said: “There’s no gun anywhere on the floor, boss; we’ve been over every foot of it.”


The Scotsman’s answer startled him: “It’ll turn up. Never mind that now. Come back here with me.” In the narrow corridor again, halfway along its length, he sought and found the thing for which he looked. A knot hole in paneling. Nothing particularly ingenious about the metal hasp inside. McKee pressed this down. The panel swung sharply out, flinging a sudden gust of night air into their faces.
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