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  Chapter One




  As he looked down Gautier could see Paris stretched out below them, men and women strolling in the Bois de Boulogne, carriages and automobiles crawling along the boulevards, a

  bateau mouche nosing its way up the Seine towards the Île de la Cité. As the balloon continued its ascent everything was shrinking, people became no larger than insects,

  horses and carriages were toys standing outside a doll’s house.




  He had flown in a balloon before and this time he felt none of the excitement he had experienced on his earlier flights. The knowledge that on this occasion they were fee-paying passengers also

  seemed to diminish the sense of adventure he had enjoyed when flying with amateur balloonists. Today he found himself taking more interest in the mechanics of the flight, watching how the two

  balloonists controlled the rate of ascent.




  To the east he could see the Eiffel Tower, built less than twenty years ago and, when it was being erected, bitterly attacked as a monstrosity. Now it was recognized throughout the world as a

  symbol of the grandeur of the greatest city in the world. The balloon had already risen to well above the top of the tower, which must mean that they would be four or five hundred metres above the

  ground. As the day was warm with almost no wind, when they descended they might well land within walking distance of the point where the flight had begun. Balloons were at the mercy of the wind and

  difficult to steer and often they could not be landed where the balloonist would have chosen. A year or two ago one had even come to ground in Rue de Rivoli, disrupting the traffic and attracting a

  huge crowd of onlookers. When the wind was really strong they might be carried a long way. One daring fellow had even made a journey from Paris to St Petersburg and a year ago an international

  balloon race had been held in which sixteen gas-filled balloons from six countries had taken part. The second race of what was to be an annual event was due to take place later that week.




  The balloon in which they were flying had a special nacelle suspended from it, which could accommodate six passengers as well as the two balloonists. That day, besides Gautier and Nicole, it was

  carrying visitors to Paris; a Belgian couple from Antwerp and two middle-aged sisters from Tours, both plainly nervous and probably regretting their boldness in making the flight. Nicole had also

  been nervous at first and as the balloon rose from its moorings she had clutched Gautier’s arm, her fingernails biting into his wrist. Now she was more relaxed and was looking over the edge

  of the nacelle, fascinated by what she saw.




  Nicole and he had been lovers for only a matter of weeks. She worked in the millinery department of Les Grands Magasins du Bon Marché and he had met her when a girl with whom she shared a

  room in the lodgings which the store provided for its employees, had been brutally murdered. Gautier did not really understand why she had been ready to become his mistress. She had been engaged

  once but her fiancé, who had also worked at Au Bon Marché, had broken the engagement – though not through any fault of hers. Now twenty-eight she may have seen her prospects of

  marriage receding and decided that Gautier would treat her well, giving her not only sex, which she enjoyed, but some of the pleasures of life which, as a single working girl, she could not have

  afforded. It was the sensible, practical decision of a country girl.




  Taking a trip in a balloon was one experience she would never have enjoyed had Gautier not suggested it. Although ballooning was not exclusively a pastime for the wealthy, it tended to attract

  people of some substance who also enjoyed adventure, taking risks and pitting themselves against the elements. Sunday was the only day of the week when Nicole was not at work and Gautier tried to

  make sure that she enjoyed her Sundays. He had the feeling that was the least he could do to repay her for the pleasure she gave him so freely. That morning after she had returned from Mass they

  had lunched in a good bourgeois restaurant which had a reputation for its cuisine and then come to the Bois de Boulogne. He had noticed that over lunch she had taken one glass of wine more than she

  usually did, no doubt to give her courage for the balloon trip.




  The flight lasted for more than an hour. When it was over and a team of men had pulled the balloon down onto its moorings, she smiled happily as she squeezed his arm. ‘That was wonderful,

  Jean-Paul! An afternoon I shall never forget!’




  Several balloons were being flown in the Bois de Boulogne that day, some simply for pleasure, others by balloonists practising or testing their equipment for the forthcoming race. After they had

  landed, Gautier and Nicole strolled round and looked at them. On some the fabric of the balloon had been painted with broad vertical stripes of different colours, others were decorated with

  streamers trailing over the edge of the nacelle.




  As they were approaching one of the balloons, Nicole suddenly said, ‘Look, Jean-Paul! Is that Mademoiselle Stéphanie Chartier? Surely it cannot be?’




  She was pointing in the direction of one of two figures standing by a balloon. At first Gautier thought that the figure was that of a man, but now he realized it was a girl. The reason for his

  mistake was that the girl was wearing an outfit like the ones worn by chauffeurs in the early days of the automobile; a leather jacket with a fleece-lined collar, peaked cap and goggles. It was

  only because she had slung the goggles loosely around her neck, and because her dark hair was cascading over her shoulders, that one could see she was a girl.




  Stéphanie Chartier was the only daughter of Henri Chartier, a wealthy banker, for many years a friend of King Edward VII who, when he was still Prince of Wales, had often been a guest in

  the banker’s home. Chartier’s first wife, Gilberte, some said, had been even friendlier with the Prince. That Nicole should have recognized Stéphanie was not surprising. Her

  beauty, eccentric style of dress and extravagant behaviour kept Stéphanie constantly the talk of Paris. Recently she had shocked opinion by leaving her father’s home to live on her

  own. For a single girl of her age to live alone was considered to be virtually an admission that she was leading an immoral life.




  As they were passing her, she saw Gautier and called out to him. ‘What are you doing here, Inspector? Pursuing some poor devil I suppose.’




  ‘Not at all, Mademoiselle. I am in pursuit only of pleasure. We have been flying after it, one might say.’




  ‘You’ve been up in a balloon? Your first flight?’




  ‘The first for Mademoiselle Rouche here.’ Gautier touched Nicole on the shoulder. ‘But not for me. I have been up more than once before.’




  ‘If I had known you were an aviator, I might have engaged you as my crew.’




  ‘Your crew?’




  ‘Yes, in the balloon race.’ Stéphanie looked at the man standing beside her. ‘I am beginning to lose confidence in Pépé here. Like all Spaniards he does

  not know the meaning of the word courage.’




  ‘I am sure that cannot be true, Mademoiselle.’




  ‘No need to be tactful, Inspector. Pépé does not understand French. And if he becomes too much of a liability, I may still call on you.’




  Gautier and Nicole watched as she and Pépé climbed into the nacelle of the balloon, with the help of two of the onlookers who were standing around watching the balloonists

  practising. The ropes which held Stéphanie’s balloon were released and it slowly left the ground. As it did, Stéphanie looked down and waved. The flight appeared to be well

  controlled and soon it was more than a hundred metres above them. Slim and athletic, Stéphanie had the reputation of being good at sports and Gautier had no doubt that she could handle the

  balloon skilfully.




  As they were walking away Nicole suddenly asked Gautier, ‘Has Stéphanie Chartier ever been your lover?’




  ‘Good heavens no!’




  Gautier smiled as he looked at her. Nicole was always direct and had a habit of asking frank questions which could often be disconcerting. There was no hint of jealousy nor even of

  curiosity.




  ‘Have you ever wished that she was?’




  ‘To be honest, my dear, I’ve never even thought about it.’




  ‘You don’t mind my asking?’




  ‘Of course not! I have no secrets.’




  The first part of Gautier’s reply was true, but he knew that the second was not entirely honest. He could not be called secretive as such, but had parts of his life about which he chose

  not to tell people. When his wife Suzanne had been alive he had not even discussed them with her, which may have been one reason why she had left him for another man. He supposed it might also have

  been the reason why his relationship with the other women he had known since Suzanne had never lasted too long.




  ‘I formed the impression that she finds you attractive, Jean-Paul,’ Nicole said suddenly.




  ‘An inspector of police? You’re not being serious!’




  ‘A chief inspector.’ Nicole was proud of Gautier’s position and of the successes he had achieved at the Sûreté. ‘People say she can have any man she

  chooses.’




  Gautier found himself wondering why Nicole was continuing to talk about Stéphanie Chartier. Did she believe that he was ready to start an affair with another woman? And if so, did that

  mean that she thought he should and was ready to release him? Was she pointing the way? He told himself that he was imagining things, falling into his policeman’s habit of looking for devious

  motives behind every innocent remark.




  ‘What would you like to do now?’ he changed the subject. ‘We might take a ride on a bateau mouche, if you wish.’




  Nicole hesitated before she replied, looking at him. ‘Could we not go back to your apartment?’




  She laid a hand on his arm once again and squeezed it. This time, though, he knew it was not through fear. The look in her eyes was one he had grown to know well. So they left the Bois de

  Boulogne and went to look for a fiacre.




  In the normal way they saw each other once a week. If he was not on duty, he would be waiting for her outside Au Bon Marché when she left work on Saturday evening. They would have dinner

  together before going to a café-concert or music hall or a circus. Nicole preferred popular forms of entertainment, finding they gave her the relaxation she needed after a week’s work.

  Afterwards they would spend the night together at his apartment.




  Gautier had begun to think of Nicole privately as just his Saturday mistress. Many men would see it as a convenient arrangement, leaving them free to see other women during the week and even to

  sleep with them, but in the few weeks that they had known each other, he had seldom taken advantage of that possibility. Sometimes, though rarely, they made love after waking on Sunday mornings,

  but Nicole had never once suggested it in the afternoons or early on Sunday evenings before she returned to her lodgings.




  Now as they climbed the stairs to his apartment, he could sense her excitement. He wondered whether perhaps she might have been more nervous than she had seemed on the balloon flight and whether

  the aftermath of fear had aroused in her a need for sexual satisfaction. When they reached his bedroom, she peeled off her clothes more quickly than he would have thought possible and began trying

  to make him hurry too, undoing the buttons of his shirt, pulling his mouth down to her breasts and sliding her own fingers down over his stomach.




  When the first frenzy of her passion was spent, she whispered, ‘That was wonderful, chéri, the best ever!’




  Although he knew it was not true, Gautier was ready to let her believe it. ‘You might stay the night,’ he suggested.




  ‘I could not possibly do that. Marie-Louise will be expecting me.’




  In her lodgings Nicole shared a room with Marie-Louise, another girl assistant at Au Bon Marché. Although as far as Gautier knew Marie-Louise did not have a lover, or

  ‘protector’ as the French would say, her weekends always seemed to be eventful. And so, after they had both returned to the lodgings on Sunday evenings, she and Nicole would sit up

  drinking chocolate and telling each other how they had spent their weekends, recounting every incident, every excitement. It had become a kind of ritual and one which Nicole was not willing to

  forgo, even for another night in Gautier’s bed.




  Now, afraid no doubt that she might have disappointed him, she stroked his cheek and whispered, ‘But we still have time left, Jean-Paul.’




  She was wrong, for at that moment they heard a knocking on the front door of the apartment. Pulling on his trousers, Gautier went to answer it and found a uniformed policeman outside on the

  landing. The man was from the commissariat of the 16th arrondissement and had a message from Sûreté headquarters. Chief Inspector Gautier was required to go to Avenue Henri Martin,

  where a man had been found murdered in the street.




  ‘Where is the inspector on duty?’ Gautier asked the man.




  ‘He has told us that you must be called. The dead man is English.’




  Gautier sighed. A few months previously Courtrand, the Director General of the Sûreté, had decided to give Gautier a special assignment. England was now the ally on whom France

  would rely in the war with Germany which, everyone knew, was inevitable and might not be too distant. The Entente Cordiale was still in its infancy and had to be nurtured. Courtrand’s own

  appointment to head the Sûreté had been a piece of political patronage, a return for past favours he had done for important people. He understood politics and knew that his masters

  would expect him to protect the fragile alliance. Ever since the Exhibition of 1900 large numbers of English visitors had been coming to Paris and so Courtrand had given Gautier the responsibility

  for ensuring that their stay in the city should be as free from trouble as possible. As a result every incident brought to the notice of the police which involved an English visitor was reported to

  him. Nothing the police officer had told him suggested that this was a case of urgency. So, when he and Nicole had dressed, they left the apartment and found a fiacre to drive her home and then

  take him on to Avenue Henri Martin.




  After leaving her at her lodgings and as the fiacre was heading for the Right Bank, Gautier realized that he was glad that he would be working that evening. A murder could never be a reason for

  satisfaction, but for him the alternative to work would have been a solitary meal in some café and an early bed. When he had been a young man living in the country, he had been an eager

  reader, but now the habit had deserted him and on Sunday night Paris offered little other entertainment.




  The mansion outside which the murder had been committed stood on the corner of Avenue Henri Martin and Rue Cortambert. It had been built ten years or so previously by the Comte de Marigny, some

  said with the handsome dowry which his handsome Austrian wife had brought him. Gautier knew the house for he had been once or twice as a guest at musical soirées held there by the Comtesse,

  invited only as an escort for some widow or unattached lady who needed a partner for the evening.




  The body of the dead man still lay on the pavement outside the house with the bowler hat that he had been wearing beside him. Two policemen from the 16th arrondissement stood beside it and a

  doctor who had just arrived was carrying out his examination. A third policeman was holding back the handful of onlookers who had gathered and among them was a footman wearing the livery of the

  Comte de Marigny.




  ‘How was the man killed?’ Gautier asked the doctor.




  ‘Stabbed. A single, upward knife blow through the heart. The work of an expert, I would say.’




  ‘Did anyone see it happen?’




  One of the policemen pointed towards a man standing among the onlookers. ‘This fellow was walking along on the other side of the street. He’s a groom from one of the houses on Avenue

  Victor Hugo. It was he who called us.’




  Gautier beckoned the man forward. ‘Tell me what you saw.’




  ‘Not much. It all happened so quickly.’




  ‘Was there a struggle? An argument?’




  ‘Not as far as I could tell. One man went up to the other; they exchanged a few words and then I saw the flash of a knife.’ The groom pointed to the body. ‘He just slumped to

  the ground and the other man ran off.’




  Gautier looked at the other onlookers. ‘Does anyone know who the dead man is?’




  ‘I do.’ The footman pointed over his shoulder. ‘He’s from our house.’




  ‘A member of the staff?’




  ‘No, a guest. That is he’s the English valet of a guest, a Baron Von Linden, who is staying with the Comte.’




  ‘The Baron is not French then?’




  ‘No, he is a German who is in Paris to take part in the balloon race.’




  





  Chapter Two




  Next morning in his office at Sûreté headquarters, Gautier studied the notes he had made at the scene of the murder. The groom who had been passing on the other

  side of the street had not been able to add much to what he had already told Gautier. He was reasonably sure that the valet had been leaving the Comte de Marigny’s home when he was accosted

  by his attacker. He could not say what the two men had said to each other, but had the impression that they were talking in a foreign language, German perhaps or English.




  The footman had taken Gautier into the Comte’s house and there he had spoken to Louis, the maître d’hôtel, who was in charge of the domestic staff of the

  establishment. Louis had not appeared as surprised as one might have expected to hear of the murder, but then as Gautier knew, a family servant in one of Paris’s great houses would be trained

  to accept any occurrence, however disconcerting, with equanimity. The Comte and Comtesse and their guest were dining out with friends that night and, once he had put out his master’s evening

  clothes, the Baron’s valet would have been free for the night. He had taken his evening meal with the other servants and had not told anyone where he was going afterwards. Louis had not been

  able to think of anyone who might have wished to kill him.




  ‘He knew no one in Paris, Monsieur l’Inspecteur,’ Louis had told Gautier. ‘He has been here for only a few days and speaks no French.’




  ‘Did he often go out in the evenings?’




  ‘Almost every evening as soon as he was free. I believe he found Paris fascinating; the boulevards, the women.’




  ‘I notice that he was very elegantly dressed for a valet,’ Gautier had commented.




  ‘He was. Do you suppose that robbery may have been the motive for his murder?’




  ‘His wallet had not been taken, nor had his pocket watch.’




  Louis had not been able to tell Gautier at what time his employers and the Baron were likely to return from dinner and he had decided that he would not wait for them. So, after the valet’s

  body had been taken away to the mortuary, he had left the Comte’s house, telling the maître d’hôtel that he would return the following morning. Now, after reading

  his notes, he wrote a brief report on the killing for the Director General. Courtrand had insisted that he should be informed of all major crimes in which any English visitors might be involved. In

  this case, since the victim had been only a valet, it was unlikely that Courtrand would take any interest in the affair, but experience had taught Gautier that it was wiser to humour the man and

  follow the rules which from time to time he laid down, however fatuous they might appear to be.




  He took the report into the Director General’s office, intending to leave it with his secretary. Courtrand worked gentlemen’s hours and was unlikely to arrive at the

  Sûreté for at least another hour. Corbin was a tiny gnome of a man, who had worked for Courtrand for twenty years or more. Colleagues would remark on his devotion and efficiency, but

  Gautier had long ago realized that Corbin’s show of loyalty only marked the contempt which he felt for his chief. That morning he was setting out the reports and other papers on

  Courtrand’s desk ready for his arrival.




  ‘Here’s another for the pile,’ Gautier said, handing him his report, ‘although it is not likely to merit any degree of priority.’




  Corbin glanced at the report briefly. ‘We’ll put it at the bottom of the pile. There was a little fracas last night which will drive him into a frenzy.’




  ‘What was that?’




  ‘A visiting English diplomat was arrested at Number Five, Rue des Moulins.’




  ‘An English diplomat, you say? Then why was I not called in?’




  ‘Because no crime was committed. The Englishman was drunk and one of the girls accused him of assaulting her.’




  ‘At Number Five! Surely the girls there must be used to rough treatment.’




  Number Five, Rue des Moulins was a maison clos, one of several luxurious brothels where wealthy men could find a diversion from the boredom of life in society. The brothels could be

  identified by the large illuminated numbers displayed outside them and Number Five was recognized to be one of the most exclusive and the most expensive, catering for even the most decadent tastes

  in sexual gratification. Its rooms were lavishly decorated in different styles – Spanish, Turkish, Oriental – and one was fitted out to resemble a torture chamber which was meant to

  appeal to any clients with a penchant for sadistic pleasures. The girls who worked at Number Five might expect to receive a few bruises in the course of their work without complaining.




  ‘The madame who manages the place had been called out of Paris to attend a funeral and she left one of the girls in charge. The foolish creature lost her head and called in the police from

  the 8th arrondissement,’ Corbin explained.




  ‘Was the assault serious?’




  ‘Not at all! But having been called in the police felt obliged to arrest the man. They did not believe he could be a diplomat and he was carrying no form of identification, so he was taken

  in a wagon to the Hotel Bristol, where the management confirmed his story. Then he was released.’




  ‘So no real harm has been done?’




  ‘Not really, but a report was filed. When he sees it the Director General will be enraged. If you don’t want to be involved, I should keep out of his way this morning.’




  ‘I will. In any case I have to call on the Comte de Marigny.’




  As he left Sûreté headquarters on Quai des Orfèvres, Gautier felt that it might still be too early to call at the home of people who led leisurely lives, so he decided to

  walk to Avenue Henri Martin. Crossing to the Right Bank by Pont Neuf, he walked along Quai des Louvres and Quai des Tuileries, with the Seine on his left. The river was peaceful, for it was still

  early and the only vessel on the water was a barge with russet sails which was gliding downstream. To his right the Jardin des Tuileries was also quiet with only a handful of people crossing it, as

  they took a short-cut to work in the hotels and shops along Rue de Rivoli.




  Forty years previously when, on the instructions of Napoleon III, the Prefect Haussmann had begun reconstructing the centre of the city, Parisians had complained, grumbling at the inconvenience

  they had been caused and protesting that the character of the city was being destroyed. Now everyone realized that Haussmann’s work had been inspired. Standing in front of the Louvre one

  could see across the Jardin des Tuileries, past Place de la Concorde, right up the Champs Élysées to Étoile, a magnificent vista, unrivalled, Gautier had been told, in any city

  in the world.




  When he reached the Comte de Marigny’s house, the footman whom he had met in the street the previous evening led him to the Comte’s study where he was to wait. A few minutes later

  Comte Robert came in, bringing with him Baron Von Linden, a short, powerful man with, it seemed to Gautier, an unmistakably teutonic head.




  After introducing the two men, the Comte said to Gautier, ‘What a terrible thing to happen, Inspector! And to the servant of one of my guests! Do you know who killed poor Smithers

  yet?’




  ‘No, Monsieur le Comte. Not yet.’




  ‘Some apache after a few francs, no doubt. One expects that kind of violence in the seedier districts of Paris, but not in our quartier. It is a disgrace!’




  ‘As far as we can tell nothing was stolen from the dead man.’




  ‘No doubt because his attacker was disturbed before he could search the body.’




  ‘And you, Monsieur le Baron. Can you think of any reason why your man should have been attacked?’




  ‘I am not sure it was a random attack.’ The Baron spoke fluent French with only the slightest of accents. ‘In the few days that we have been here Smithers appears to have made

  some strange friends.’




  ‘How can that be?’ the Comte asked. ‘He can have known no one in Paris when you two arrived.’




  ‘I don’t wish to denigrate your beautiful city, but in Paris as elsewhere there are always people ready to take advantage of visitors, to exploit their weaknesses.’




  ‘You mean women?’ Gautier asked the Baron.




  ‘In the case of Smithers almost certainly women. The man was an invaluable servant but he was also a confirmed ladies’ man. That is one reason why I chose him to work for me. Almost

  all valets are effeminate, many of them homosexuals. I could not stand having a pédé working for me.’




  ‘Where did you find him?’




  The Baron explained that Smithers had been a soldier serving in England in one of the lesser known infantry regiments. Then a small legacy had enabled him to buy himself out of the British army

  and he had become a mercenary soldier in one of Germany’s African colonies. There a few years of hardship had convinced him that he would be better suited by a career in which he could taste

  at least some of life’s little luxuries, so he had become a valet. The Baron had engaged him in London.




  ‘As what the English call a gentleman’s gentleman he was first class,’ the Baron concluded. ‘The army had trained him well.’




  ‘Did he tell you of any little adventures he may have had while he was here in Paris?’




  ‘Certainly not! Smithers knew his place. His training in the army had taught him to respect his superiors. There is no finer preparation for life than a military career.’




  ‘Why don’t you talk to my servants?’ the Comte suggested and Gautier detected a hint of impatience in his tone. ‘In any case you will have to excuse us now, Inspector.

  The Baron and I have arranged to spend the morning at the Tir aux Pigeons in the Bois de Boulogne. I have promised to teach him how to shoot.’




  Shooting was a sport that was beginning to attract the interest of wealthy Frenchmen. It was another of the fashions which the French, in spite of their distrust of their neighbours across the

  Channel, were copying from the English. Gentlemen’s clubs, the dinner jacket or smoking, horse racing, hunting and now the shooting of clay pigeons were all becoming a part of life

  in French society.




  ‘Before I forget, Gautier,’ the Comte added, ‘the Comtesse asked me to give you a message. She is holding a soirée here tomorrow evening in honour of the Baron and the

  other competitors in the balloon race. She hopes she can rely on you to join us. Your invitation will reach you today.’




  ‘You may tell Madame la Comtesse that I am delighted to accept.’




  Gautier knew that in all probability the reason for this late invitation was that the Comtesse de Marigny had found herself a man short for the soirée. Some woman friend from Austria may

  have arrived unexpectedly in Paris without her husband and an escort had to be found for her. Comtesse Joséphine was a precise hostess who liked all her arrangements to be comme il

  faut. The role was one which Gautier, as an unmarried man with no ties, was sometimes asked to play. He did not mind because an entrée to society could be useful to him in his work.




  After the Comte and the Baron had left, he went down to the servants’ hall where the staff were busy working, footmen cleaning the silver, maids fetching and carrying as they cleaned the

  bedrooms on the upper floors, the cooks and kitchen maids preparing food for the day’s meals. With Louis in attendance, Gautier spoke to several members of the staff in turn. The position of

  maître d’hôtel in a large household was one of authority and this was reflected in the respect which Louis was paid by everyone they met.




  ‘We have a maid working here who speaks English,’ he told Gautier. ‘Trudi was engaged specially to look after any guests whom the Comte might invite to stay here. I would

  sometimes see her chatting with Smithers.’




  Trudi was a small woman of about forty with fair, curly hair and a round face. Gautier thought that she was not pretty enough to arouse the interest of a womanizer like Smithers, but he appeared

  to have talked to her freely about other women he had met in Paris.




  ‘He boasted to me that on his very first night here he had met a woman who had taken a fancy to him,’ she told Gautier. ‘A rich woman and quite young.’




  ‘Did he tell you her name?’




  ‘No. I don’t believe he ever discovered what her name was.’




  ‘But she was French?’




  Trudi shrugged. ‘He did not say, but then he may have invented the whole story. One would be unwise to believe even half of his stories. The man had done everything, seen anything, fought

  gallantly in two wars, served in a diplomatic mission, shot man-eating tigers, everything!’




  Later that morning when Gautier arrived at the Café Corneille, some of his friends were already there. Like most similar cafés in Paris, the Corneille had its own

  habitués, who would go there for an apéritif or a glass of wine in the middle of the day. On the whole cafés were frequented by men working in similar occupations. One could

  find cafés for bankers, engineers, musicians, jewellers, poets. The Corneille drew its patrons from a wider selection of métiers and there one might find lawyers, politicians and

  journalists and even a police inspector. As a general rule policemen were not welcome in cafés, a prejudice which dated back to times of social unrest, when the government had been known to

  send the police into cafés as agents provocateurs or spies, to identify anarchists and other troublemakers. Gautier was secretly proud that he was accepted by the other

  habitués of the Café Corneille as a friend.




  That day at their usual table he found two of his closer friends, Froissart, who owned a bookshop on the Left Bank, and Duthrey, a journalist from Le Figaro. With them was an elderly

  judge and a senior official from the Musée des Beaux Arts. Their conversation was relatively subdued that day, for at the time there were no great topical issues, no Panama Canal scandal, no

  Dreyfus Affair to excite their passions. Not surprisingly, Gautier found them talking about the forthcoming balloon race, for it was commanding a good deal of attention in the newspapers.




  ‘Ballooning is a field in which we French have always excelled,’ Froissart was saying. ‘It was the Montgolfier brothers who were the first to fly in a balloon.’




  ‘Not really the first. I seem to remember they cautiously sent a sheep, a rooster and a chick up in their balloon first before they ventured to try themselves.’




  ‘That was not caution but good common sense. Another virtue of us Frenchmen.’




  ‘As a sport it is exhilarating,’ Duthrey said, ‘but not taxing. As a nation we should be encouraging manly sports to build up the virility of the young men who will fight the

  next war.’




  ‘It is becoming more strenuous. Imagine the stamina needed for that journey which Jacques Balsan made; from Paris to St Petersburg, more than two thousand kilometres.’




  ‘Ballooning will remain a sport,’ the judge said firmly. ‘As a means of transport it has no future.’




  ‘Perhaps not in its present form, but already it has spawned the zeppelin.’




  Froissart was referring to the airship, the Koenig Karl, which had already flown and was being developed by Count Zeppelin. The airship was powered by two motors and could be steered

  and moved even against the wind. Other inventors were experimenting with other ways of driving gas-filled balloons and a number of patents had been filed, including one for a sausage-shaped balloon

  with wings on each side which could be driven up and down by the pilot seated on a bicycle.




  ‘The problem of how to fly has always intrigued man,’ Gautier remarked. ‘I read somewhere that Leonardo made more than a hundred sketches of possible flying

  machines.’




  ‘That’s true,’ Duthrey agreed, ‘and all man’s efforts have failed because he has been obsessed with finding a way of flying that imitates the bird. Now at last we

  have the aeroplane with fixed wings.’




  As they were talking another regular member of their group arrived at the café. He was a lawyer, younger than most of them and with a lively sense of humour and a ready wit.




  ‘Have you heard,’ he asked them as soon as he realized that they were discussing balloons, ‘a young woman has entered for this year’s balloon race?’




  ‘I refuse to believe it!’ the judge exclaimed. ‘Is there nothing left in life which men can enjoy undisturbed? No recreation? No sport?’




  ‘Who is this woman?’




  ‘Mademoiselle Stéphanie Chartier.’




  ‘One might have guessed,’ Froissart said. ‘She will do anything to attract attention to herself, that one.’




  ‘We must feel sorry for her father,’ the judge said sententiously. ‘Henri Chartier is a fine man, distinguished, reserved and always so courteous.’




  ‘His daughter is one of a growing breed,’ Duthrey observed, ‘of young women who do what they choose, live their own lives, are beyond parental control. It is all the result of

  a decline in old-fashioned family values.’




  Duthrey was staunchly conservative. For Le Figaro he wrote articles on education, religion and social issues. The other members of their group sometimes teased him for his reactionary

  views but respected him for his sincerity.




  ‘In principle you may be right, but in the case of Stéphanie Chartier there is another reason for her independence, beyond her desire to shock, and that is her vendetta with her

  stepmother.’
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