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AN AUTHOR’S NOTE


Starting around 1939, Elliot Paul, one of the elder members of the “Lost Generation” writers in Paris—and the only one with a sense of humor—began to chronicle the heroic career of Homer Evans, perhaps the greatest mind ever to frequent the boulevards and cafés of Montparnasse. Homer Evans was a successor to Sherlock Holmes and a forebear of James Bond, although he was—in many respects—superior to both. Neither Holmes nor Bond, for example, was an Olympic-class sprinter. Evans was.


Paul’s nine novels about the redoubtable Evans, and his two immortal reminiscences about life in the Latin Quarter before and after World War II, The Last Time I Saw Paris and Springtime in Paris, are the inspiration for this story. The characters are largely fictional, although the names of a few famous people have gone unchanged. The voice is mine, not Elliot Paul’s. But I have written this, as best I can, in the spirit of one of the great, forgotten storytellers of the past century.









DEDICATED TO THE MEMORY OF MY BIG SISTER, PEG, WHO LOVED PARIS.
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“… The sacristan was by no means reassured. ‘You! You, sir! Are you a detective, yourself?’


“Evans smiled, and set the man at ease with a gesture.


“ ‘An amateur, only. You need have no fear of being molested by me. If there is honor among thieves, there is at least as much among catchpoles. Good night.’…”


Elliot Paul, The Black Gardenia









CHAPTER 1


IN WHICH A MYSTERIOUS PACKAGE DERAILS A DISCOURSE ON DERRING-DO




“It’s spring! We breathe the air of Paris! Life lies before us.”


—Homer Evans





Not long ago but long enough, at an hour just past midday, in an antique Latin Quarter niche barely spared in 1870 from the wrecking balls of Baron Haussmann, an odd confluence of Parisians bumbled inexorably toward unwonted adventure.


A narrow walkway at the corner of rue Boutebrie and rue de la Parcheminerie served, by neighborhood acquiescence, as both bargain bin and terrasse for the Priory Bookshop, an establishment sixteen years old whose foremost distinction was that it was not Shakespeare & Co., the celebrated bookseller located on the quai de Montebello facing the cathedral of Notre Dame. Because of the two English-language bookshops’ proximity, the Priory’s tall, handsome and amiable proprietor, Chester Quinn, often found himself correcting a misapprehension among visitors that they had arrived at Shakespeare’s, when, indeed, they were elsewhere. This usually harmless confusion was about to spawn complications that would bring tumult and even physical suffering into Quinn’s already disordered existence.


At the moment, however, Quinn’s only anxiety was the composure of his interlocutor, a rotund and animated fellow Canadian named Xenophon LaBatt.


LaBatt’s reputed occupation was instructor in Parisian history at the Sorbonne. In this sinecure, his participation was occasional. He also purveyed fencing lessons, usually on the graveled promenades of the Jardin du Luxembourg. However, LaBatt had lately begun pondering the prospect of life as a superhero, in the tradition of DC Comics and in the spirit of Manuel Escalante, the legendary Spanish swordsman. Discussing this with Quinn, LaBatt suggested that his peerless swordsmanship, combined with a credo of altruistic derring-do, might well equip him for a vigilante career of swashbuckling and gangbusting. All he lacked, it seemed to him, was a sobriquet to match his pizzazz. LaBatt had spent the better part of a half-hour lamenting the fact that Escalante’s most celebrated student, the immortal Don Diego de la Vega, had literally used up and spit out the best conceivable nom de combat, “Zorro.”


“What about,” offered LaBatt, rolling a toothpick across his lower lip, “The Blade?”


“Taken,” said Quinn.


“Taken? The Blade?” asked LaBatt, a hint of petulance in his tone. “Who by?”


“Wesley Snipes,” said Quinn. “He’s already made three Blade movies.”


“You’re kidding? Wesley Snipes? Movies?” said LaBatt. “Movies?”


“Movies.”


“Okay, what about ‘The Rapier’?”


“God, no, LaBatt. Wits and wags would turn it into ‘Rapist.’”


“Okay, I see that. What about ‘El Stiletto,’ then?”


“A stiletto is a knife, LaBatt. You’re a swordsman.”


“Then call me ‘The Swordsman’!”


“Hardly,” said Quinn. “Makes you sound like a common laborer, or a porn star.”


LaBatt looked quizzical. Quinn worked up a serviceable impression of Jessica Rabbit, “Hey, there, big fella. Is that your scabbard, or are you just glad to see me?”


LaBatt, through the black tangle of his matted hair and fulsome beard, blanched in dismay. He bit down, snapping his toothpick like a matchstick. A superhero, sans a dashing title for admirers to shout after the question, “Who was that masked man?”, was as a clanging gong or a tinkling cymbal.


Quinn and LaBatt were seated precariously on loose-jointed folding chairs. Boxes of books surrounded them. The tallest carton served as a table, on which teetered two empty coffee cups. Quinn caught the attention of his nubile assistant, Celeste. Celeste, a Fulbright candidate on hiatus from her studies—the usual state among Quinn’s sixteen-year cavalcade of barely postpubescent assistants—hastened to fill the cups with fresh coffee. She spiked the brew from a bottle of Bushmills that Quinn kept beneath his cash register.


Superhero dialog staggered on fitfully. LaBatt slashed his way through an astonishing list of bad possibilities, testing on his tongue, and rejecting, such titles as “The Cutlass” and “The Flying Foil” (“Wouldn’t you actually have to fly?” asked Quinn), followed by “Foilman” and “The Foiler.”


“‘Foiler?’ Terrific. You could endorse Reynolds Wrap on TV,” said Quinn.


As they spoke, a mailman shuffled into view and Quinn, almost unconsciously, cleared space on an adjacent stack of paperbacks. Atop the letters and flyers the mailman deposited, before wheeling off toward rue St-Séverin, a bloated envelope. This package had endured the typical mercies of La Poste. Judging from its stains, it had been left overnight in a kennel. The postmark was mangled beyond recognition. A jagged laceration, leaking lint, ran diagonally across its address label. Through this mortal gash, Chester Quinn—if he tilted backward—could discern more wrapping material, evidently yellowed with age.


Focusing on the label, Quinn realized that it was addressed not to him, but to Sylvia Beach Whitman at Shakespeare & Co.


Quinn sighed. On a weekly basis, he received a half-dozen parcels intended for Shakespeare’s. He bore this cross stoically. An equable man, he never succumbed to the resentment that could well derive from the fact that La Poste never made the opposite error and delivered the Priory’s mail to Shakespeare & Co.


Quinn made a mental note to tuck the package ’neath his arm and stroll, by and by, over to the quai de Montebello. Quinn enjoyed his fellow bookseller’s company, perhaps mostly because Sylvia presented none of the challenges posed by her father, now deceased. After presiding for fifty crotchety years over the famous bookstore, George Whitman had finally—a few senile years before his demise—bequeathed his “Kilometer Zero” rubber stamp to his daughter.


Back on the Priory terrasse, LaBatt was sampling variations on “sabre.” “‘The Sabre!’ No. ‘Sabreman!’ No. How about ‘SuperSabre’?”


“Sounds like a cheap flight on Ryanair,” said Quinn, as his eye wandered back to the fascinating envelope. It was quite large, eighteen inches by at least twelve, and four inches thick—maybe more. Obviously a book, but no ordinary book.


While LaBatt brainstormed, Quinn lifted a torn edge, exposing the inner wrapping, which was tattered enough to reveal beneath what appeared to be a dark binding of some sort.


Quinn uttered a low whistle.


“Huh?” said LaBatt.


“Oh,” said Quinn, reproaching himself for his curiosity. This was not his package. It belonged to Sylvia. It was private.


“Pierce!” shouted LaBatt. “Simple! Monosyllabic! Succinct!”


Quinn dismissed the seductive parcel and shook his head at LaBatt.


“Brosnan,” he said.


“Say what?”


“Pierce Brosnan. The seventh Bond.”


“Bond?”


“James Bond.”


“The seventh Bond,” said a new voice that came from the direction of rue des Prêtres-St-Séverin, “only if you count Barry Nelson and David Niven.”


Quinn said, turning toward local author Rip Duckworth, “I count them both.”


“As do I,” said Duckworth, a picturesquely seedy figure, narrow at the shoulder, bulgy in the midsection, unshaven and clad in food-speckled tweeds and flannels. He wore, as always, sandals.


“There was a Bond named Pierce?” asked LaBatt, his voice choked with indignation.


“Yes,” said Quinn. “His notoriety would render you derivative.”


“And judging by his performance in Die Another Day, he was an impressive swordsman,” added Duckworth.


“Shit,” said LaBatt. “I suppose I should pay more attention to movies.”


Quinn recalled Duckworth’s first appearance, years before, at the Priory.


One day, he noticed an unkempt figure poring through the shelves of “Books on Paris,” but pointedly ignoring the rows of Frommer, Fodor and Rough Guide tourist manuals. This offbeat browser was also disdaining recent editions fulsome with reminiscence about piano lessons in the Marais, cross-cultural marriage on the Rive Droite and homosexual romance in the Beaubourg. Quinn waited to see if the stranger might prefer the more densely written literary memoirs—Janet Flanner’s Paris Was Yesterday, or perhaps A Moveable Feast. But no. He paused, but only long enough to register distaste at one of Quinn’s biggest sellers, part of an inexplicably popular series whose titles dwelt tiresomely on the word merde. Finally, when the mystery man made his choices—a musty copy of Criminal Paris by Netley Lucas, and Alan Houghton Brodrick’s classic 1950 city guide, The People’s France: Paris—Quinn’s curiosity grew overheated.


“You must be a writer,” Quinn had said.


“Well, yes,” replied the stranger, almost reluctantly. He stated his name as though Quinn should know it well. Quinn, of course, had never heard of Sutherland “Rip” Duckworth. It later took him 45 minutes on the Web to track down evidence of Duckworth’s output.


Duckworth, an American, lived a stone’s throw yonder, on rue St-Séverin, between FrogBurger and the Flagrant Delice bistro. As Quinn surmised, Duckworth wrote, but not exactly for a living, his only reputed book in print being a volume—published seven years before under the little-known F.V. Storck imprint—on militant vegetarianism. Duckworth maintained that he had written the book, Our Eggplants, Our Selves, not out of conviction, but out of loyalty to his erstwhile girlfriend, a guerrilla vegan who kept getting arrested for slashing open meat packages at Safeway and contaminating the contents with hair spray, spot remover and Liquid Drano.


The girl had broken up with Duckworth one night when he came home with mustard on his collar.


No one in Paris had actually seen a copy of Duckworth’s magnum opus. Lately, he was working on a novel—his sixth, he said—depicting an incestuous relationship between Jesus Christ and his illegitimate sister, Mary Magdalene. “I’d have more books out there,” Duckworth often said, “but I’m kind of a prickly stylist. Publishers these days are skittish about controversy.”


Duckworth was an erratic patron of the Priory, often going weeks without an appearance, only to arrive unexpectedly and begin speaking as though he had been part of the conversation for hours.


It was Duckworth whom Quinn later blamed for the rollercoaster of events that began innocently with the misdelivery of Sylvia Beach Whitman’s rumpled envelope to the Priory Bookshop.


If Quinn had taken the package inside, or simply slid it beneath his chair—out of sight—the entire catastrophe could have been avoided. But there it lay, discolored and disfigured, atop a precarious pile of cartons.


An obviously bookish parcel was irresistible to Duckworth. He asked about it. Quinn explained. Eventually, however, LaBatt guided the conversation back to sword synonyms. Duckworth contributed a non sequitur.


“What about that guy who used to live on this street, in the 14th century or something?” he asked.


“You mean Louis the Large?”


“Yeah, why not call yourself that, LaBatt?”


“Well, I might,” said LaBatt, tonguing a fresh toothpick violently back and forth, “except that my name is not Louis, and I’m not, if you happened to notice”—LaBatt sucked in his waist—“large!”


“Ah, who cares? It’s a great nickname.”


LaBatt snarled, and Duckworth lost interest. He looked at the package.


“Do you have a box cutter?” he asked mildly.


“Of course,” replied Quinn.


“Wielded deftly,” said Duckworth, his softly sinister tone silencing the noises from LaBatt, “it’s virtually a scalpel.”


Quinn lifted an eyebrow.


Duckworth went on. “The incision is imperceptible,” he said. Duckworth’s implication was unmistakable.


A moment later, the lovely Celeste had delivered to Quinn a box cutter. He snapped off the topmost segment, exposing a virgin razor’s edge.


“This is not,” said Quinn, the blade poised over the package, “ethical.”


“Perhaps. But what harm?” replied Duckworth.


“Yeah,” said LaBatt. “We’re not takin’. We’re just peekin’.”


“Eloquently put,” said Duckworth.


LaBatt bowed. Quinn sighed. “Ah, well,” he muttered.


Duckworth spoke carelessly, of course, because he could not possibly anticipate the consequences. None of them could.


Carefully, Quinn parted the raveled edges of the torn envelope. He examined the surface of its brittle wrapping paper.


“It looks old—old enough to be pretty valuable,” offered LaBatt.


“Not if I damage it with this razor,” said Quinn. “Maybe I shouldn’t do this.”


“No, go ahead. Go ahead,” said LaBatt.


After a second’s hesitation, Quinn proceeded. His first cut traced along the diagonal tear in the envelope, penetrating one layer of the inner wrapping.


“Deeper,” insisted LaBatt.


Quinn worked the blade delicately along the line of his incision until finally, by lifting one edge of the cut, he could see a smooth dark surface that might be pasteboard, leather or some sort of fabric.


“There,” said Quinn. “I’ve done it.”


“All right,” said LaBatt impatiently. “What is it? Does it say anything?”


“Sort of,” said Quinn.


The incision still wasn’t long enough. Careful not to touch the object inside, Quinn extended the cut. Finally, lifting both fragile edges of the parchment as far as he dared, Quinn perceived a flat surface of ancient, flaking leatherette, inscribed with four lines of hand-lettered type, written in gold leaf whose sheen was only slightly dulled by age.


Quinn couldn’t read the full inscription without tearing the inner wrapper — which he preferred not to do. Parts of the bottom three lines could be seen. They said:




SEVE


O


WISD





“Seve … o … Wisd …?” asked LaBatt. “What’s that? Open it further.”


“No,” said Quinn.


“Well, Jesus, you can’t tell from that what it—”


“I can,” broke in Duckworth. And then he added, “My God!”


A second later, Quinn, too, recognized the fragmented title. He gingerly released the incised edges of the envelope and sat back in his chair, shivering with a chill of awe.


“So, what is it?” asked LaBatt.


Quinn might have answered after catching his breath, but a new arrival proved sufficiently distracting to completely absorb his attention.


Loping onto the scene, from his personal doorway on rue des Prêtres-St-Séverin, came Didier, the neighborhood’s foremost—if not favorite—clochard.


The clochards of Paris got their name from the bell (la cloche) that used to ring when all buying and selling, dickering and bartering officially ended at the vast fish, meat and produce market of Les Halles—in the days before Prime Minister Georges Pompidou cruelly flattened that historic bedlam for the sakes of traffic control and public hygiene, thereafter banishing the blood, guts and greens of the city’s sustenance beyond the Priphrique to drab, distant, suburban Rungis. At the daily ringing of Les Halles’ historic bell, the hovering bums of Paris were set loose to pounce on the heaps of discarded fruit, vegetables, bones, fat, gristle, fish heads and unidentifiable but edible marketplace waste.


Didier was heir to those dead clochards. Like his forebears, he was a bum with a stakehold in Paris. His turf, traversed by other bums but never occupied—lest they incur Didier’s wrath—was the length and breadth of the pedestrian square in front of the ancient church of St-Séverin. Didier also claimed the rues Boutebrie and Parcheminerie, and whatever meager booty they might yield. Because he patrolled this small realm faithfully, Didier was familiar among most of its residents, shopkeepers, waiters and churchmen. While resting by the wrought-iron fence around the cloisters of St-Séverin, Didier could often be seen conversing vigorously with one of the servers at the café Flagrant Delice, or listening raptly to George Ball, the kindly American artist whose atelier was on rue de la Parcheminerie. There was not a denizen of the neighborhood who did not know Didier’s name, nor the tragedy of his unrequited love.


Until he had fallen in love, Didier was little different from any vagabond in any of Paris’ parks and back streets. A failure perhaps at school, in commerce or in marriage, and far too fond of the grape, Didier was one of a legion of Parisians whose dearth of income made it impractical to maintain a fixed domicile, but whose love of this, the world’s most beautiful city, made it unthinkable to depart for less costly regions. So Didier clung to the neighborhood of both his rise and his fall, scrounging whatever money, food and drink he could derive from the play of his wits and the largesse of his fellow Parisians.


Like all bums, Didier was an object lesson. But Didier’s true heartbreak did not descend upon him until one day when the renowned and widely admired television actress Marie-Laure de Montchauve strolled past him, in the square of the church of St-Séverin on route to her regular lodgings in the penthouse of the Hôtel Parc St Séverin. On that day in early May, enriched by the revenue from several books he had stolen from the Priory Bookshop and resold to the San Francisco bookstore on rue Monsieur-le-Prince, Didier had been able to afford, besides a serviceable bottle of Tokay, a bath and a general trim. He was looking especially dapper and bright-eyed, his inky mane swept back from his brow and his beard sparkling with droplets of relatively clean water. The actress, who was in her early forties but still capable—in soft focus—of passing as an ingénue, paused that fateful day before Didier. She wore a simple white dress of light jersey with a scooped neckline that merely hinted at the cleft of her breasts. She carried a silk shawl of a reddish-orange tint that the Japanese call kakiemon. Her hair was honey-colored, her lipstick shaded to match the shawl perfectly, her eyes shockingly blue—like myrtilles floating languidly on fromage blanc—and framed in fluttering black ovals of eyelash. The sudden appearance of the brilliant Marie-Laure de Montchauve—even for a stolid burgher unaffected by a half-bottle of Tokay wine—would have been disorienting. For Didier, it was seismic. The wondrous woman, her face suffused with sympathy, asked Didier how he was. He was unable to reply. She smiled understandingly. In slow, measured, infinitely graceful movements, she opened her small leather handbag—which matched her shawl, lipstick and mid-heel pumps—and withdrew a €5 note. She gently pressed this—deep—into Didier’s hand, gazing all the time, unblinking, into Didier’s fuzzy, pink-veined eyes. Her touch lingered on Didier’s hand as she implored him to, please, buy something nourishing to eat. Didier, mute but desperately obedient, nodded. Yes, for her sake, he would eat. He would crawl on broken glass, shove needles under his toenails, dive from the Eiffel Tower into a teacup.


Didier was in love.


Didier never again, in his life, saw Marie-Laure de Montchauve. He only knew that she dwelt in the penthouse of the Parc St Séverin, that she could certainly hear him when he stood in the rue des Prêtres-St-Séverin and wailed, with all his might—often filling every hour between midnight and dawn—that he adored her and would always adore her.


It was assumed that the gracious and generous Marie-Laure de Montchauve was aware of Didier’s nightly laments. Yet, no one asked her to approach Didier, to beg him to cease his caterwauling and let the neighborhood sleep again. Everyone realized that a second encounter with Mme de Montchauve—even to implore Didier’s silence—would only inflame the tragic clochard’s infatuation, thus compounding his misery. So the gentle woman undertook extraordinary efforts to avoid Didier thereafter, limiting his pain and trusting the neighborhood to find repose—somehow—between choruses of Didier’s undying, indefatigable, unrequited passion.


It was this Didier, broken and thoroughly bowed, who sidled up to Chester Quinn, LaBatt and Duckworth that morning on the terrasse of the Priory Bookshop and thrust his matted head aromatically toward Quinn, extending a clawlike hand and importuning a handout, a mere sou, a tuppence, a penny for the old guy.


As usual, Quinn dug in his pants and found a coin for Didier. He exchanged desultory greetings before turning a cool shoulder, indicating to the clochard that he should make himself scarce. After a moment, the fading of Didier’s pungency told Quinn that the bum had moved along.









CHAPTER 2


IN WHICH QUINN’S PAST INDISCRETIONS COMPLICATE THE RECOVERY OF A RARE VOLUME




“ ‘I might have known you wouldn’t read it,’ she said, for it was one of Evans’ rules of life that mail, unless it is truly important, should be read when the recipient wishes and not when any Tom, Dick or Harry sees fit to write.”


—Elliot Paul, The Mysterious Mickey Finn





While Quinn was busy dispatching Didier, the nubile Celeste had slipped to LaBatt a copy of Roget’s Thesaurus, through which he began leafing intently.


“Poniard!” LaBatt cried out. “Poniardman. SuperPoniard.”


“Excuse me.”


“Yes?”


“What on earth is a poniard?” asked Quinn.


“I don’t know. A sword, I guess,” replied LaBatt. “But it doesn’t really scan, does it? I mean, if I leap to someone’s rescue, shouting, ‘Here I come to save the day! That means that Poniardman is on the way!’ and people keep asking me, ‘What the hell’s a poniard?’, well…”


“LaBatt, my man. Still trying to come up with a nom d’épe?” said Duckworth. “But using a thesaurus? Shame.”


“Yeah? Why not?”


“Rather than Roget,” Duckworth said, “consult the Bard.”


“Bard?”


“Will Shakespeare!” exclaimed Duckworth, pulling up a battered stool. “Specifically, the prince of Denmark!”


“Denmark?” LaBatt, who was more historian than Shakespearean, spat out his toothpick. Quinn smiled. Duckworth undertook to recite the pertinent passage.


“ ‘For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,’ ” he began, rather theatrically, “ ‘Th’oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely,/ The pangs of dispriz’d love, the law’s delay,/ The insolence of office, and the spurns/ That patient merit of th’unworthy takes—’ ”


“Look, Phil!” LaBatt had the odd habit of always referring to Duckworth as “Phil.” “I don’t see what—”


“Wait for it!” said Duckworth. Then he held a finger in LaBatt’s face and finished: “ ‘When he himself might his quietus make/ With a bare bodkin?’ ”


Duckworth spread his arms.


LaBatt gaped. “What?” he said.


“With a bare bodkin,” Duckworth reiterated.


“That’s good,” said Quinn.


“What’s good?” said LaBatt, mystified. He fished in his shirt pocket for a toothpick.


“A bare bodkin!”


“What the fuck is a bodkin?”


“A knife,” said Quinn. “A blade. A poniard. A Shakespearean pigsticker.”


LaBatt was unmoved. “You want me to call myself what? Bare Bodkin? SuperBodkin?”


“No,” said Duckworth, writing out his words as he spoke. “But how about ‘Bodkin the Brave’?”


LaBatt’s ample cheeks trembled emotionally. The toothpick hung on his lip.


“Shades of Erik the Red! Billy the Kid! Tarka the Otter,” offered Quinn.


“Let’s see,” Duckworth went on, thoughtfully. “Perhaps, Bodkin the Brazen! Bodkin the Beautiful! Bodkin the Bloody! Bodkin the Butch!”


“Wait!” said Quinn. “Bodkin the Bold!”


“Bodkin the Bold,” repeated LaBatt, softly.


“Bodkin the Bold,” whispered Duckworth. “It ain’t Louie the Large, but it’s not bad.”


“By Jove,” said Quinn. “I think he’s got it!”


“Yes!” shouted LaBatt. “That’s it. Phil, horse’s ass though you are, you’ve changed my life.”


“Well, then, de rien.”


LaBatt was galvanized.


“Henceforth and forevermore,” said LaBatt, springing to his feet, “I shall duel the dastards of evil, I shall succor the weak and rescue the damsel in distress under the name … ”


LaBatt drew his sword, waved it recklessly and swirled it in a triumphant circle.


“BODKIN—”


Disturbed by LaBatt, Quinn’s precarious structure of book cartons rocked, then toppled, spilling cups and cutlery, books and papers, knocking over an empty chair, crashing into a stack of dog-eared thrillers and dominoing two further stacks of books, raising a clatter that drowned out the last two words of LaBatt’s cri de guerre.


For a moment, all three sat looking at the clutter, noncommittally. Celeste arrived with the question, “Cripes! What happened?”


Remembering the mail, Quinn wondered if the briefly forgotten package, bearing the curious device “SEVE O WISD,” was all right. He scanned the wreckage on the terrasse and looked again—twice, three times. He dropped to the pavement, shuffling through books, pushing aside cartons. He felt horror creeping upward from bosom to gorge.


“It’s gone,” he said, barely audible.“Say what?” said LaBatt.


“It’s gone.”


“Oh my God!” said Duckworth. “Chet, do you know what was in that package?”


“Of course I know.”


“I don’t know. What was in it?” asked LaBatt.


Quinn continued rooting among the clutter. “It’s not mine,” he said, anguished. “It wasn’t meant for me. It’s supposed to go over to Shakespeare’s.”


“What?” asked LaBatt. “What? What? WHAT?”


Quinn nearly gagged on the title. LaBatt, who couldn’t make out Quinn’s words, said “WHAT?” again.


“Seven Pillars of Wisdom,” said Quinn, slowly, clearly.


“Wrapped in paper that looked to be ninety, a hundred years old,” said Duckworth, his voice shaking with awe.


“Seven Pillars of what?” asked LaBatt.


“Lawrence’s first draft,” said Quinn, sitting on the pavement, his once-frantic hands coming to rest in his lap.


“Lawrence who?” asked LaBatt.


“T.E.,” said Duckworth.


“Lawrence Tee Hee?”


“T.E. Lawrence!” said Duckworth.


“T.E. Lawrence?” replied LaBatt. “What? You mean you’re talkin’ about Lawrence of Arabia?”


“Bingo,” said Duckworth.


“Okay then,” said LaBatt. “So. What about Lawrence of Arabia? What’s going on here? You’re not gonna tell me that package came from Lawrence of fucking Arabia?”


Quinn had lost speech temporarily.


“In a word,” said Duckworth, “yes.”


“Lawrence of Arabia sent us a package?”


Duckworth uprighted one of the chairs and sat down. He directed LaBatt to a chair, then explained.


“At Christmas, in 1919, not long after he had returned to England from the Middle East, T.E. Lawrence was passing through the Reading railroad station, west of London. He was carrying, in a rude but serviceable briefcase, the first-draft manuscript of Seven Pillars of Wisdom, his magnum opus. He stopped in a station café for a bite to eat. When he got up to catch his train, he forgot the briefcase. Moments later, when he came back to retrieve it, the case, with his manuscript, had disappeared. It was never seen again. Ever! Lawrence had to rewrite the entire book based on his notes and his memory of the lost ms.”


“But in his rewrite, he left out key details from the incident at Deraa,” said Quinn, who had found his voice. “Or, at least, that’s what people say.”


“Deraa?” asked LaBatt.


“It’s believed that Lawrence was raped homosexually while captured by the Turks at Deraa, south of Damascus,” said Quinn.


“Raped? Really?” said LaBatt. “By Turks?”


“Who else?” said Quinn.


“It has been inferred that he enjoyed the experience,” said Duckworth.


“Whoa,” said LaBatt.


“In the second draft, it’s believed that Lawrence abridged the whole incident,” said Quinn.


“Oh,” said LaBatt, disappointed.


“Lawrence described the experience ambiguously,” said Quinn. “He made only veiled references to the perversity of the Turkish governor.”


“It’s believed,” concluded Duckworth, “that Lawrence’s first draft described the Deraa incident more explicitly. It might well solve the mystery of T.E. Lawrence’s sexual orientation.”


“What?” said LaBatt. “Lawrence of Arabia was gay?”


“No one knows for sure,” replied Duckworth. “But we probably would if we only had that lost manuscript.”


“Lost manuscript?” said LaBatt. “You mean the one that was just here?”


“This is terrible,” muttered Quinn, inconsolable. “It’s not mine. It’s Sylvia’s!”


“And it’s probably worth thousands of dollars,” said Duckworth. “Millions.”


“Hardly,” said Quinn. “More than that. It’s priceless.”


“Shazam,” said Bodkin the Bold.


Quinn, suddenly, stood. He leapt out to the middle of rue Boutebrie and began peering this way and that.


“What’s he doing?” asked the nubile Celeste, who had been kibitzing from the doorway.


“Search me,” said LaBatt.


Quinn turned toward the others. “Didier!”


“Didier! Yes!” replied LaBatt, snatching his toothpick and pointing it up the street.


“Didier? Didier took it?” asked Duckworth.


“Who else?” said Celeste, stepping forward and shaking a perfectly formed finger. “Chet, I don’t know why you put up—”


“Celeste, hush!”


“Hey! I was only—”


“By now,” said Quinn, ignoring Celeste’s momentary onset of girlish pique, “he’s already offering it to another bookstore, completely unaware—”


“He doesn’t know what it is?!” asked Duckworth.


“Not likely,” LaBatt interjected helpfully. “Before he hit the skids, Didier wasn’t a reader. He was a musician. Played clarinet, composed these little études … ”


“Really?” asked Celeste.


“But WHICH ONE?” shouted Quinn, returning to the main topic.


“Which what?” asked Duckworth.


“Bookstore!” replied Quinn. “Where’s he selling it, the rotten little parasite?”


“Well,” said Celeste, “what are the options? Maybe he just took it over to Shakespeare’s—No! Silly me. He couldn’t sell it to them. It’s theirs.”


“Celeste, hush!”


“Well,” said LaBatt, “There’s San Francisco. Berkeley Books. The Village Voice. Brentano’s. What about—oh, shit!”


They all thought of it at the same time.


“The fucking Red Balloon,” said three voices.


One day, three years before, a willowy woman of a certain age but wonderfully preserved and ineffably alluring had appeared, seemingly without design or premeditation, in the Priory Bookshop. With his customary hospitality, Chester Quinn had offered her a cup of fresh-brewed Brûlerie Maubert coffee (cafde la maison), sweetened, Canadian-style, with maple syrup. He had then withdrawn to his cubbyhole to watch her browse. It was a June day and she was dressed in a peach frock of summery gossamer, cut above the knee, off the shoulder and halfway to the navel. Quinn, at the time, had no choice but to admire her flair, for, despite her age, she made it all work.


After allowing him to watch her for ten minutes, during which she adjusted several invisible straps, examined an unseen irritation on her thigh and reached for an upper-shelf volume, stretching her entire body to its maximum length—her frock inevitably following the flow of her figure upward, ever upward—the woman turned to Quinn, cocked her head and asked, “Excuse me. Is this your shop?”


“Er, yes.”


“Well, it’s just charming!”


“Er, thanks.”


As Quinn quickly learned, the woman’s name was Felicia Slightly. She was a Londoner who had, for almost twenty years, kept a pied terre in Paris, on the Île St-Louis. It had always been her dream, she confided, to operate a little bookstore in Paris, but she could never spare the time away from her beloved husband, Trevor, a noted industrialist. That spring, however, Trevor had died of gout. After coping with her grief for several weeks, Felicia Slightly had sought consolation in the City of Light, where her once-dormant bookselling dream began to haunt her nights and nag at her waking hours.


“But I’m such a scatterbrain,” she told Quinn, “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”


Predictably, she began with Quinn, who selflessly took Felicia Slightly under his wing. He introduced her to the American Library in Paris, the Bibliothèque nationale, the auction rooms at the Hôtel Drouot, the dead-rat store on the place Ste-Opportune, and the flea market at Clignancourt. In return, she shared with him a certain secluded corner at Le Bar du Grand Hôtel Intercontinental.


“This is nice,” he would say.


“Another cognac?” she would say.


As they got to know each other more intimately, Felicia Slightly revealed a flattering fascination for the mundane elements of Quinn’s business: his distribution channels, his eccentric bookkeeping methods and intuitive system of inventory, his online sources and the names of several shady realtors who knew how to expedite the intricate Parisian system of silent auction and escalating earnest money. When Felicia Slightly pressed her dream, a bookshop of her own, Quinn maintained a sympathetic skepticism but volunteered a starter supply of books from his vast supply of doubles and discards. She kissed him deeply and gratefully. A van arrived the next day and took the books.


An item that Chester Quinn didn’t share with Felicia Slightly was the contents of a CD-ROM containing the names of almost a thousand academics, writers, clerics and bibliophiles living in the Île-de-France and beyond—as far as Marseilles, Prague and Zurich. These clients relied on Quinn for large orders, limited editions, technical books and out-of-print rarities. When, one day, Quinn couldn’t find the irreplaceable disk in his cubbyhole, he smiled ruefully at his chronic disorganization and moved on to other tasks. He knew that by and by, these things always turned up.


However, weeks later, he began hearing from the very customers whose identities were cached on that singular CD. They condoled Quinn on his decision to liquidate the Priory Bookshop, and thanked him for commending their literary needs to the Red Balloon Book Nook, Paris 4eme.


“The Red Balloon Book Nook?” LaBatt had asked when told of this development. “What the hell is the Red Balloon Book Nook?”


The question was easy to research. All that Quinn and LaBatt need do was stroll from rue Boutebrie across the Île de la Cité and through a few back streets of the Marais to a charming courtyard called the Village St-Paul, a seventh-century bog that eventually became, from 1361 to 1559, the parish of the kings of France.


There, with storefronts facing both into the courtyard and outward onto the busy rue St-Paul, was, indeed, the brand-spanking new, spacious and airy Red Balloon Book Nook: Felicia Slightly, proprietor. Its name, painted loudly above the façade in blood-red letters, called attention to the window display, a video screen running an evidently permanent loop of Albert Lamorisse’s classic 1956 short subject, “Le Ballon Rouge.” Surrounding the video were copies of Lamorisse’s book of the same title, in seven languages.


This discovery brought a palpable chill to the relationship between Felicia Slightly and Chester Quinn.


It also began a cold war between the booksellers of the Left Bank, who stood in tacit solidarity with Chester Quinn, and the well-heeled carpetbagger on the Right Bank. Quinn’s contribution to the war was largely clerical—rebuilding his lost client list by researching a decade’s worth of damaged laptops and dusty, scattered and occasionally rodent-gnawed purchase orders. He informed book buyers, one by one, of both the Priory Bookshop’s continued existence and of the perfidy of Felicia Slightly.


LaBatt chose a more tactile approach to the conflict, once, for example, mysteriously packing a rented van with discarded produce from the morning marché on the place Maubert. The next morning, Felicia Slightly was seen shoveling heaps of squashed tomatoes, wilted lettuce, putrid fruit and butcher’s offal from her reeking doorway into the gutters of rue St-Paul, much to the dismay of her fellow villagers.


Before his face was known to Felicia Slightly, LaBatt would also while away spare hours browsing at the Red Balloon, leaving behind dozens of “autographed” books bearing signatures that matched neither the name on the cover nor any known author: “William Wordswords,” “Paige Turner,” “Whit Waltman,” “Joyce James,” “Phil Duckworth” and so on.


Among Felicia Slightly’s countergambits was a mailing that informed Quinn’s clients that he would be out of touch for several months, while undergoing a regimen of “detoxification” in Switzerland. Rumors ran rampant, meanwhile, that Felicia Slightly was paying Paris’ clochards unprecedented prices for books that had been purloined from the bargain bins at Shakespeare’s, San Francisco, Berkeley, Tea & Tattered Pages and, especially, the Priory.


Given this history, Quinn couldn’t help but presume that, before the day was over, the pilfered Seven Pillars would cross the Seine and wend its way up rue St-Paul.


Quinn turned to LaBatt


“This must be broken to Sylvia,” he said.


“You want me to tell her?” said LaBatt through clenched toothpick.


“Of course not. But you can do me a favor,” said Quinn. “Go over to Shakespeare’s. Ask Sylvia if she can meet me, at the Départ.”


“I go,” said LaBatt, standing up and clutching his sword.


“Don’t use the sword,” said Quinn.


“Right.”


LaBatt loped off toward rue St-Jacques.


Cupping one of her cheeks gently in the palm of his hand, Quinn told the nubile Celeste to hold the fort. His first duty, as he saw it, was to inform Sylvia Beach Whitman of her terrible loss. He bade Duckworth a hasty adieu and headed toward the café Le Départ St-Michel to fortify himself for the bitter task of telling a friend that he had lost her most precious book.









CHAPTER 3


IN WHICH MADEMOISELLE BOURBON MEETS A HANDSOME STRANGER




“The understanding man smiled, and Megan thought she had never seen eyes so tolerant and at the same time profound. She had read of countenances like that, but had assumed that a man must have been dismissed from the faculties of three or four American universities, or spent decades on a mountain top with some Hindu guru to project such a reassuring aura … “ … ‘My name is Evans. Homer Evans,’ he said.”


—Elliot Paul, Murder on the Left Bank





Every optimistic male who has ever contrived to surveil the entrance to Le Crazy Horse de Paris at 12, avenue George V, hoping perhaps to glimpse one of the dancers who perform there nightly clad in little but a palette of shifting light and the odd silken strand, has trudged away crestfallen. For long ago, Alain Bernardin, the indulgent despot who ruled the Crazy Horse for more than four decades, contrived a hidden portal through which his vestals could slip away unseen, each one carried home by a loyal Paris cabbie sworn to secrecy.


However, on this one day in June, during which the lost ms. of T.E. Lawrence’s masterpiece would be lost again on rue Boutebrie, a parallel improbability was afoot several arrondissements west. On this day, from the scarlet vestibule on avenue George V, one could observe the emergence of a young woman exceptionally long of leg and lissom of movement. A witness to this unlikelihood could hardly have resisted remarking on the balanced proportions of this vision in feline grace. With barely a millimeter’s variance, she met the dimensions of the perfect feminine form that Bernardin had codified many years before. To accost the young woman with tape measure and calipers, seeking to measure how closely she matched—from ankle to knee to hip, from nipple to nipple and pupil to pupil, from neck to waist to toe—the Bernardin ideal, would constitute the height of trespass. Moreover, it would be a gratuitous exercise. Even from the opposite curb of the avenue, the casual observer could not help but pause, to gaze transfixed at the sinuosity of every curve and angle, the healthy glow from her every milky surface.


Circe Evans had never deemed herself a beauty. She scarcely noticed her physique, but when she did, she credited its eye-catching symmetries to the genetic legacy of her beloved grandmother Miriam. Circe Evans’ lean athleticism owed also to her vigorous childhood on the family ranch in Montana, where branding steers, breaking broncs and roping dogies were her version of Little League. She had never imagined that her face and form might have commercial potential. But four years ago, she had impetuously fled America for the Paris about which she had learned at her grandfather’s knee. Once arrived in Paris and appropriately famished, she shared cramped quarters on rue St-Dominique with an American sculptor named Erogenus Jones who had dedicated his life to the proposition that hard cheese could serve as an artistic medium. Once, offhandedly, while chiseling a four-foot wheel of parmigiana-reggiano, Jones said, “Wow, babe. You got a bod that won’t quit. You really should audition at the Crazy Horse.”


Thinking that the Crazy Horse was a circus of sorts, modeled after the Wild West shows of Buffalo Bill, Circe had hurried off to the avenue George V and made her application, emphasizing her ridin’, ropin’ and shootin’ credentials. True to the expectations of Erogenus Jones (who attended the audition as her agent), the Crazy Horse’s famous choreographer, Sofia Palladium, overlooked Circe’s terpsichorean inexperience and hired her to do something she had not—ten minutes before—imagined possible. She became a nude dancer who had never danced publicly in her life and had never been—except on the most secluded occasions—naked. The fact that —under the stage name Demona Bourbon1—she became the most popular Crazy girl since the immortal Lova Moore, Circe regarded as an accident of timing and luck. Paris, in these days of trans-Atlantic rancor, was desperate for the one thing that always brought a twinkle to the Parisian eye: a pretty American without a stitch.
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