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  Chapter One




  THE CONCIERGE IN his red frock coat and black trousers greeted Gautier with the same dignified courtesy that he would show to the Russian grand dukes,

  English milords and Spanish grandees who often patronized the Hotel Cheltenham. He was resolutely, almost ostentatiously, unperturbed. In the faces and the manner of the other members of the hotel

  staff—the pages, the lift boy and the chambermaids—one could see the suppressed excitement, the fearful fascination which a sudden and unexpected appearance of death always provokes.

  The concierge, on the other hand, knew it was his responsibility to set an example and to show that the order and discipline of his hotel could not be disrupted, even by such a deplorable incident

  as a murder.




  ‘I will take you up myself, Inspector,’ he said and Gautier recognized that a compliment was intended.




  As they walked up the main staircase to the second floor, he was glad that they had not taken the elevator which moved ponderously up and down the centre of the hotel in its iron cage, for the

  concierge would not wish to discuss the murder in front of any guests who might be riding in the elevator nor even in front of the lift boy. All Gautier knew were the facts which had been reported

  to the Sûreté. An Englishwoman had been found murdered in her suite at the Hotel Cheltenham in Rue du Faubourg St. Honoré.




  ‘Is the dead woman known to you?’ he asked the concierge.




  ‘Lady Dorothy? Certainly, Monsieur l’Inspecteur. She has been a regular guest for six or seven years or more. Lady Dorothy always stayed with us whenever she visited

  Paris.’




  ‘Was she travelling alone?’




  ‘No, with her companion, a Miss Mary Newbolt. It was Miss Newbolt who found Lady Dorothy dead in her suite this morning.’




  ‘Her husband was not with her?’




  ‘Lady Dorothy was not married,’ the concierge replied, slipping easily into the past tense, ‘but she was of noble birth. The late Earl of Tain was her brother.’




  He went on to mention the names of some of Lady Dorothy’s other relatives, more distant than her brother but equally well born. The concierge was knowledgeable about genealogy, not only

  because it was useful to him in his profession, and his favourite reading was the Almanach de Gotha, which listed Europe’s noble families and traced their ancestry.




  ‘Do you know what time the lady’s death was discovered?’ Gautier asked.




  ‘Not long after I came on duty. It must have been at about twenty minutes past seven. Miss Newbolt rang for one of the chambermaids and sent the girl to fetch me at once.’




  A uniformed policeman who had been called in when the murder had been discovered, was standing outside the door to which the concierge led Gautier. Inside, in the drawing-room of the suite, a

  doctor was kneeling over the body of a woman. He had just completed his examination and stood up, shutting his bag as he did so. A woman of about thirty stood watching him and a maid with her apron

  held up to her face was sobbing quietly in a corner of the room. Gautier shook hands with the doctor, whom he had met before, and was about to offer his hand to the young woman but she merely

  nodded when the doctor introduced him. He remembered then that the English were supposed to have all sorts of taboos and social protocol and that in any case they were less enthusiastic about

  shaking hands than the French.




  ‘Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do for the lady, Inspector,’ the doctor said. ‘She was already dead when I arrived.’




  Gautier looked at the body which lay not in an untidy sprawl as one might have expected but neatly, the limbs straight, almost as though in repose. Blood had gushed from a wound below the left

  breast, staining the black silk dress, and a blood-stained knife lay on the floor beside the body. Lady Dorothy had been a tall, slim woman and the chief feature of her face was a long, curved nose

  which made the mouth seem small and pinched. Her long grey hair lay loosely around her head and shoulders.




  When the doctor left the room, Gautier went with him and the concierge into the corridor outside. There he asked the doctor, ‘Are you able to say at what time the lady was

  killed?’




  ‘Not too many hours ago. There are no signs of rigor mortis yet.’




  ‘Then since she was dressed in day clothes we might conclude that it was this morning.’




  ‘I would think so, yes. We will arrange for her body to be taken to the mortuary and properly examined. Then perhaps we may know more.’




  Gautier turned towards the concierge. ‘Did you say that the lady’s companion found the body?’




  ‘So I understand.’




  ‘Was she sharing the suite with her employer?’




  ‘No. She has a bedroom on the fifth floor. And the girl you saw in the corner of the room is Lady Dorothy’s personal maid. She too was travelling with her and has a room in the

  servants’ quarters.’




  Gautier knew it was not unusual for wealthy people to take their servants with them when they travelled. A voyage to a country other than their own became an expedition with maids, valets,

  innumerable trunks and hat boxes. As a spinster, though, Lady Dorothy would not have needed such an elaborate retinue.




  ‘Does the companion speak French?’




  ‘Yes, Inspector. Better French than poor Lady Dorothy did.’




  After the doctor and the concierge had left, Gautier returned to the drawing-room of the suite. Miss Newbolt was still standing where she had been while the doctor was examining Lady

  Dorothy’s body. She seemed calm and composed, unaffected as far as one could tell by the death of her employer, but then she would be accustomed, Gautier supposed, to being no more than a

  passive onlooker, waiting in attendance until her services or her opinions were requested.




  ‘I wonder, Mademoiselle,’ he said to her, ‘if I might ask for your assistance.’




  ‘In what way?’




  ‘Would you be so kind as to tell me what you know of this most unfortunate affair?’




  ‘Of course, Inspector, but could I first prevail on your patience?’




  ‘Mademoiselle?’




  ‘I would like to return to my room to wash and change my clothes.’




  She held out her hands, showing that the palms and fingers were smeared with dried blood and Gautier realized then why she had not offered to shake hands with him. The plain grey dress which she

  wore was also stained with blood at the sleeves and on the skirt.




  ‘I am desolate, Mademoiselle, for not noticing your predicament earlier. You must go and change, that goes without saying. Go to your room and I will send a message telling you where to

  meet me. It would be better if we were not to talk in this room.’




  ‘Why not?’




  Gautier shrugged his shoulders. ‘Just police procedure. The room must be carefully examined for anything which might help us discover who killed Lady Dorothy. The management will find

  another room in the hotel where we can talk.’




  She left the room without making any further comment. When she had gone, Gautier looked at the body of the Englishwoman once again. It lay on a line between a writing bureau and the door leading

  from the drawing-room into the corridor. On the bureau itself he found several sheets of notepaper, an inkwell and a pen. The top sheet of paper was half covered in a sprawling handwriting and

  another sheet, completely covered in the same writing, had been pushed on one side. Recognizing that the words were English, a language he scarcely knew at all, he folded the two sheets of paper

  and put them away in his pocket.




  Two more doors led off the drawing-room, one into a large bedroom and the other into a surprising luxury, a bathroom. Few homes in Paris had bathrooms and most people took their baths in zinc

  tubs which were taken to their bedrooms and filled with hot water from jugs by chambermaids. Gautier supposed that bathrooms must have been recently installed at the Hotel Cheltenham and then only

  in the more expensive suites.




  On the dressing-table in the bedroom he noticed two photographs in silver frames, one a faded wedding portrait of a young man in the uniform of a guards’ regiment, with a pretty but

  anaemic girl on his arm, and the other of an extraordinarily beautiful young woman. None of the drawers in either the dressing-table or a chest of drawers were open and Gautier could see no signs

  of the disorder one would have expected if robbery had been the motive for the Englishwoman’s murder.




  Returning to the drawing-room he found that his principal assistant, Surat, had arrived from the Sûreté. Surat was a model police officer, loyal, courageous and dedicated to his

  work, but he had been passed over for promotion and at his age was unlikely to be given it now.




  Gautier explained to him as concisely as he could the circumstances of Lady Dorothy’s murder. Then he asked, ‘Did you bring any men with you?’




  ‘Yes, patron, two. They are in the corridor outside.’




  ‘Good. Then the three of you please search all the rooms of this suite as meticulously as you can. See if you can find anything, anything at all, which will explain why this woman came to

  be stabbed. When you have finished, seal the doors in the usual way and put a notice up forbidding anyone to enter.’




  ‘Anything more?’




  ‘Yes. Afterwards make enquiries among the hotel staff; the chambermaids, the waiters, everyone. Find out if any strangers were seen about the hotel this morning. If the Englishwoman was

  killed by an intruder someone may have noticed him in the corridors or on the stairs. Speak to everyone, but do it discreetly. We do not want to disturb or alarm the other guests.’




  Leaving Surat to start searching the room, Gautier went downstairs to see the hotel manager. He told him of the arrangements which were being made to take the murdered woman’s body to the

  mortuary and agreed to his request that this should be done through a side door of the hotel, used by the staff and out of sight of other guests. In return, the manager put another room on the

  second floor at Gautier’s disposal, where he could interview Miss Newbolt and also any members of the hotel staff who might come forward with information. Then he went back to Lady

  Dorothy’s suite to see how the search was progressing.




  ‘Have you found anything to suggest why the Englishwoman was murdered?’ he asked Surat.




  ‘Not yet. There are no signs whatsoever of a robber having been in here. If anything was stolen then whoever it was must have come knowing exactly what he wanted and where it was hidden.

  Nothing, no papers or any of her clothes have been disturbed. The place is almost too tidy.’




  ‘Lady Dorothy had a maid travelling with her.’




  ‘We found one thing which it seemed rather strange that a spinster should be taking with her on her travels. A man’s cigarette case. It was in a drawer of the

  dressing-table.’




  The cigarette case was in a chamois leather pouch and Surat showed it to Gautier. It was a silver case but in no way unusual and in all probability, Gautier decided, not expensive. The outside

  of the case was plain but on the inside he found an inscription.




  

    

      

        A Mon Bien Aimé


      


    




    Immediately below the inscription was an engraving of a single rosebud.


  




  When Miss Newbolt came into the drawing-room of another suite on the second floor where Gautier was waiting, she was wearing a grey dress identical as far as one could tell to

  the one she had been wearing earlier, except for the blood stains. The dress was simply cut and without embellishment of any kind, a style in keeping with the way she had drawn her light brown hair

  back and tied it in a bun behind her neck. Her face, if one looked at the features singly, was not unattractive, but one might have believed that she had taken some pains to disguise the fact.




  Guessing that she would not have taken breakfast that morning, Gautier had ordered coffee and fresh bread to be brought to the room and when she arrived he offered it to her. Miss Newbolt seemed

  surprised.




  ‘That’s most considerate of you, Inspector. Thank you, I’ll take a cup of coffee, nothing more.’




  He poured the coffee and handed it to her. She glanced at him over the cup as she raised it to her lips; a wary look, as though she suspected the motives behind his considerate gesture.




  ‘I understand that it was you who found Lady Dorothy’s body.’




  ‘Yes, I did.’




  ‘May I ask how that came about?’




  ‘I came down to the suite and when I saw that the door to the corridor was open I realized something must be wrong. She was lying on the floor just where you saw her later. I pulled the

  knife out but it was too late. She was already dead.’




  ‘She seems to have been writing a letter when she was disturbed.’




  ‘Lady Dorothy was always an early riser. She would get up at seven and read or write letters till her maid came down at seven forty-five to do her hair. I would join her for breakfast at

  eight every morning.’




  ‘But you came down earlier today?’




  ‘Yes. Soon after seven.’




  ‘Why was that?’




  ‘Do you know, I’m not sure.’ Miss Newbolt’s reply was immediate and Gautier wondered if she had rehearsed an answer to a question she had been expecting. ‘I woke

  suddenly and began to wonder whether Lady Dorothy was all right. So I came down to see. It sounds ridiculous, I know, but I had a kind of premonition that she might be in danger.’




  In Gautier’s experience people often claimed to have had premonitions of disaster after disaster had struck, but if they had they seldom acted on them. He decided not to press the matter

  and instead he changed the line of questioning. ‘Can you think of any reason why Lady Dorothy should have been murdered?’




  ‘Robbery, I suppose.’




  ‘Did she keep anything of any special value in her room? Jewellery?’




  ‘She had brought very little with her; only a gold ring with the family coat of arms and a gold and sapphire locket in which she carried a miniature portrait of her brother as a

  boy.’




  ‘Where would she have kept those?’




  ‘She probably just put them on the dressing-table when she took them off. Lady Dorothy was very careless. But she also had a sum of money with her.’




  ‘Did she always carry a large sum of cash?’




  ‘No, but yesterday afternoon she called at a bank and drew on a letter of credit. I don’t know what amount she drew but I believe it was substantial.’




  ‘Have you any idea why she needed the money?’ Gautier asked. ‘For travelling expenses?’




  ‘I wouldn’t think so. When we travelled abroad Lady Dorothy brought letters of credit with her and drew just enough money to pay the bills immediately before we left each place that

  we visited.’




  ‘She was a regular traveller then?’




  ‘Yes. She always came to the Continent every year.’




  ‘Tell me about these voyages.’




  Lady Dorothy’s travels in Europe, Miss Newbolt told Gautier, always followed the same pattern and generally an identical itinerary. From London she would come by train and steamer to Paris

  where she would usually spend a week. This gave her time not only to visit the art galleries and museums and churches but to have fittings with Paquin and Worth. From Paris she and Miss Newbolt

  would go overland first to Florence and then, for a very brief stay, to Venice. Much though she loved the beauty of Venice, Lady Dorothy would never spend more than a couple of days there,

  distrusting the smells from the canals and believing they might infect her with diphtheria. After Venice came Vienna and then two weeks taking the waters in Baden-Baden. Finally they would return

  to Paris, spending just enough time there to pick up the dresses that had been made for Lady Dorothy before heading for the welcoming cliffs of Dover.




  ‘Lady Dorothy has been making the same tour for several years,’ Miss Newbolt concluded. ‘And for the last five I’ve been her travelling companion.’




  Although she had described Lady Dorothy’s travels in some detail, Gautier thought he detected a reticence in her manner, as though she had something more to tell but which she felt she

  should not volunteer. He asked her, ‘So this was no different from any of your other voyages with your employer?’




  ‘It differed in two respects,’ Miss Newbolt admitted with a show of reluctance. ‘Lady Dorothy’s travels on the Continent were always planned meticulously. New hats and

  gloves were bought for the voyage, reservations made well in advance at her usual hotels, letters of instructions sent to travel agents and couriers. Nothing was ever left to chance. But this time

  it was different. I was only told we were coming just over a week ago.’




  ‘And can you think of any reason for that?’




  ‘None.’




  ‘You said this voyage was different from the others in two respects. What was the second difference?’




  Miss Newbolt smiled; a tiny smile without pleasure or humour. ‘It was different, Inspector, because we both knew it was to be the last voyage I would make with her.’




  ‘Why was that?’




  ‘I was to leave her employment in one month’s time.’




  ‘Of your own volition?’




  Miss Newbolt hesitated before she answered the question but only for an instant. ‘Yes.’ She looked at Gautier defiantly before she went on: ‘I’m sure you have been

  wondering, Inspector, why Lady Dorothy’s death has left me unmoved. You have seen no tears, no distress.’




  ‘English people are recognized to be less emotional than we French. They are adept at keeping—how do you call it—the stiff upper lip.’




  ‘No doubt,’ Miss Newbolt said drily. ‘But I have good reason for my lack of emotion. I am not distressed nor even sorry that Lady Dorothy is dead. You see I hated the

  woman.’










  Chapter Two




  ‘THIS IS REALLY most regrettable, Gautier, most regrettable!’




  Courtrand, Director-General of the Sûreté, was walking up and down his office, an unmistakable sign of his indignation. In the normal way he preferred to remain seated when any of

  his subordinates reported to him, so that his short stature and corpulence were concealed by his vast desk.




  ‘What will the British think?’ he continued. ‘That we cannot protect our distinguished visitors? This unfortunate affair could sour the good relationship between our two

  countries, which some of us have worked so hard to foster.’




  Without being in any way cynical, Gautier understood the reasons for Courtrand’s concern. Not many months previously, the director-general had been decorated by the British Government with

  the Order of the British Empire for the part he had played in foiling an attempt to assassinate Edward VII when the king was enjoying himself with a former mistress in a box at the opera while on a

  private visit to Paris. Since that time Courtrand appeared to have convinced himself that the fragile Entente Cordiale recently formed between Britain and France was largely of his making.




  ‘It’s monstrous!’ Courtrand exclaimed. ‘How did an intruder get into the lady’s room undetected? Hotels of good standing must have the means to protect their guests

  from voyous and ruffians off the streets. I don’t understand how this happened.’




  ‘We cannot be sure that Lady Dorothy was stabbed by an intruder,’ Gautier replied.




  ‘Why do you say that?’




  ‘So far as one can tell nothing was stolen from the lady’s room. She may have had a large sum of money with her but that is only hearsay. We don’t know for certain.’




  ‘Who found the body? A hotel servant?’




  ‘No. Lady Dorothy’s companion.’




  ‘Companion? What companion?’




  When, on returning to Sûreté headquarters, Gautier had reported to Courtrand, he had told him only the facts of Lady Dorothy’s murder. Now he briefly described the

  circumstances of the killing and how Miss Newbolt had found the body. He also told Courtrand of the blood he had seen on Miss Newbolt’s hands and on her dress.




  ‘Then the companion might have killed her!’ Courtrand exclaimed and as he thought about the idea it began to appeal to him. ‘If that is the case we need not be concerned. We

  French cannot be blamed.’




  ‘Possibly.’




  ‘Have you brought the woman here for further questioning?’




  ‘No, Monsieur.’




  ‘Mother of God, why not, Gautier? You have enough grounds for detaining her for questioning at least.’




  ‘I felt we should proceed more circumspectly. What if we were to establish that she was not involved in her employer’s death, that Lady Dorothy had after all been stabbed by a thief?

  Might not the Sûreté be accused of harassing the woman? She is employed by important people.’




  ‘You may be right.’ Courtrand nodded thoughtfully.




  ‘I decided it was best to leave her undisturbed this morning, so that she can telegraph the dead woman’s relatives and contact the British Embassy here. And even if she should be

  guilty of killing her mistress she cannot flee. Where would she go?’




  ‘But you’ll resume your questioning of her this afternoon?’




  ‘Yes, Monsieur. I told her to make herself available.’




  ‘Good and when you do, impound her passport. In the meantime make out a full report on the affair, Gautier. As you know, the Prefect of Police is not in Paris at the present time, but the

  Minister of Justice must be informed in case there are diplomatic repercussions.’




  Gautier left the room feeling rather pleased with the way he had handled Courtrand. Too often his interviews with the director-general became no more than a string of complaints about the way in

  which Gautier was conducting a case and often they ended in a rebuke. Now, like the other senior inspectors of the Sûreté, he found he could make life easier for himself by playing on

  the man’s weaknesses. Courtrand’s appointment as head of the Sûreté had been, as most senior public posts were, a piece of political patronage, a reward for some service he

  had done for a person of importance. Since he had been appointed, Courtrand, either through gratitude or in the hope of further advancement, had been obsequiously loyal to all important people, not

  only government ministers and officials senior to himself, but aristocrats, bankers and the wealthy bourgeois families. He looked after their interests and used his position at the

  Sûreté to shelter them, as far as he possibly could, from trouble or inconvenience. Gautier had found that if one could convince Courtrand that a course of action would work to the

  advantage of wealthy or important people in society then he would approve it.




  Upstairs in his office he found lying on his desk the two sheets of notepaper he had taken from the writing bureau in Lady Dorothy’s suite and a French translation of what she had written,

  which had been made in the Sûreté at his request. It read:




  

    

      

        Dear Alice,




        I am making progress but what depresses me is that the truth may very well be exactly what you and I feared. I met Monsieur J-J. T. by arrangement at the Salle Delacroix yesterday

        afternoon. My dear, I had forgotten what an odious creature he is! But he is the best man to help us and will do so for a consideration of course. I suspect he is in financial straits. He

        assured me that that place to which the money was being sent for all those years, the Hotel de Lascombes, is one of those places where men go to meet men. Quite disgusting! Of course I cannot

        possibly go there myself so T. said he would go there at once and make enquiries about the mysterious Monsieur D. I fear the worst. Poor Kate!




        I took the cigarette case to a jeweller near the hotel, but he told me it would be impossible to trace it. It seems that it is of poor quality, as is the engraving, and the jeweller said

        there must be at least 50 shops in the poorer parts of Paris where it might have been bought.




        Newbolt has been difficult and moody, which is not surprising, I suppose. It might have been better to have sent her packing as soon as I dismissed her, but with her fluent French she is

        useful on a voyage like mine. She has said nothing about the packet and that’s another worry. God knows what was . . .


      


    


  




  Thoughtfully, Gautier put the letter and the translation away in a drawer of his desk alongside the cigarette case which he had brought away with him from the Hotel Cheltenham.

  He had another question now to ask Miss Newbolt when she came to the Sûreté that afternoon. She would have to explain to him why she had been lying.




  As he crossed the Seine and strolled along Boulevard St. Michel, Gautier found himself wondering about English cafés. They would have cafés in England, of course,

  but would they in any way resemble the Café Corneille? In France the café was an institution, a place where men went for companionship and conversation, to listen to gossip and laugh

  at rumours, but also to argue light-heartedly, wittily, passionately. The English, he had heard, had gentlemen’s clubs, oases where men of wealth and breeding could find refuge from their

  women, but in France there were cafés to cater for everyone; for bankers and lawyers and actors and diamond merchants and candle makers. Possibly the only group of men who did not have a

  café where they could count on finding others in the same métier were policemen, and Gautier was secretly proud to have found one where he was accepted as an equal by the other

  habitués and regarded by many of them as a friend.




  When he reached the Café Corneille that day, most of the small clique whom he met when he went there were already seated at their usual table: an elderly lawyer, a brilliant young judge

  who was making a name for himself in politics, Froissart the bookseller and his closest friend, Duthrey, a journalist who worked for Figaro.




  Although most of the group were men of catholic tastes, interested in culture and in life, that day they were talking politics. French society was passing through a phase of cynical pessimism

  about politics and politicians at that time. A series of scandals during the past twenty years had eroded what little confidence the French had ever felt in the honesty and integrity of those who

  governed them. A President of the Republic, Jules Grévy, had been forced to resign when it was discovered that his son-in-law was selling decorations, including the coveted Légion

  d’Honneur. Not long afterwards, the bankruptcy of the company which was building the Panama Canal, with the loss of 150 million francs of investors’ money, had brought the Government

  down and put several politicians on trial. A lesser but more salacious scandal was the Flower Girl Affair, when a duke from one of France’s oldest families, together with another prominent

  member of society, had been imprisoned for procuring schoolgirls for their sexual orgies. Then had come the aftermath of the court martial of Dreyfus, with accusations of forgery and collusion,

  which had divided France into two bitter camps.




  ‘Clemenceau is not to be trusted,’ Duthrey remarked as Gautier took his seat at the table.




  ‘Never!’ the elderly lawyer agreed. ‘Déroulède was right. Clemenceau was as implicated in the Panama débâcle as any of those who went to

  jail.’




  ‘There was no evidence that he had lined his pockets from Panama,’ the young judge pointed out. ‘One should not condemn the man just for his radical views.’




  ‘I don’t,’ the lawyer replied, ‘but traitors should be unmasked. Clemenceau is a secret agent for England.’




  ‘That’s absurd!’




  ‘Has he not always attacked any government policy that could be considered as hostile to England?’




  ‘We need the friendship of England,’ Froissart observed. ‘Now that Russia has shown herself to be a broken reed, we have no friends in Europe.’




  The disastrous defeat sustained by Russia in her short, dramatic war with Japan was still fresh in the minds of the French. The blunders and military incompetence which caused the

  débâcle had been a joke in Paris. The press had taken delight in describing how drunken naval officers of the Tsar’s fleet, as it set out through the North Sea for Japan, had

  fired on British fishing vessels, imagining them to be Japanese torpedo boats lying in wait for them.




  ‘Clemenceau is like his English paymasters,’ the lawyer persisted. ‘Hypocritical and treacherous.’




  ‘Come, gentlemen! Now Victoria is dead we should forget our anglophobia.’




  ‘The man’s a cad! He treated his wife shamefully.’ Duthrey, since he had written a series of articles on family life in France, was always quick to defend the sanctity of

  marriage.




  Gautier listened to the friendly argument without taking sides. Then, as it petered out, he took advantage of a pause in the conversation to ask a question of his own. ‘Can anyone imagine

  who a Monsieur J-J. T. might be?’




  ‘Is this a guessing game?’ Froissart demanded.




  ‘It will not be as innocent as that,’ Duthrey replied.




  ‘Give us another clue.’




  ‘Expecting a policeman to give away a clue is like asking a politician to give an honest opinion,’ Gautier replied.




  ‘Are we talking of a politician?’




  ‘Possibly, but I would think not. More probably someone with an interest in art.’




  ‘You know nothing more of him?’




  ‘He may mix with pédés.’




  ‘Homosexuals!’ Froissart exclaimed. ‘Then surely you must be talking of Jean-Jacques Touraine.’




  ‘Of course! Who else?’




  ‘He doesn’t know of the infamous Touraine! But then he’s too young,’ Duthrey teased. ‘We keep forgetting how young you are, Gautier.’




  ‘Touraine is a poet,’ Froissart explained, ‘besides being a journalist. Ten years ago everyone in Parisian literary circles would know of him. And if they did not it was no

  fault of Touraine’s.’




  Between them Gautier’s friends sketched a verbal portrait of Jean-Jacques Touraine. The man had been a poseur, they said, always drawing attention to himself. No affectation was too petty,

  no vice too monstrous for him to claim that he indulged in it. A writer of undoubted talent, he had wasted his gifts on maliciously witty chronicles of life in Paris, seeking to establish his

  reputation, it seemed, by destroying those of other people. And if any other writer wrote even a lukewarm review of one of his own volumes of verse, he would take his revenge with a savage attack

  on the writer. In spite of his malice and in spite of his poses, he had been accepted by Paris society and invited to the salons of many of the most fashionable hostesses.




  ‘Why do you all speak of him in the past tense?’ Gautier asked. ‘The man isn’t dead.’




  ‘He’s not dead,’ the lawyer replied. ‘But his reputation is. It was killed by Oscar Wilde.’




  Gautier understood what he meant. Before the trial and imprisonment of Wilde, homosexuals were tolerated in French society. To have a self-professed homosexual or two in one’s salon was

  even considered smart by the more daring hostesses of the gratin or upper crust, but the downfall and disgrace of Wilde had brought a swift reaction. Pédérastes were ostracized and

  people even began complaining that homosexuality was corrupting the masculinity of France and so damaging her capacity to win the war of revenge against Germany which national pride demanded.




  ‘At least Touraine had the sense not to attack Clemenceau,’ Duthrey said and Gautier realized that his friend wished to change the subject of the conversation.




  ‘Yes. They say Clemenceau is deadly with the pistol,’ he said.




  ‘As deadly with the pistol at dawn as he is with his tongue in debate.’ The young judge pulled a face because he had not long since been a victim of Clemenceau’s scorn in the

  Chamber of Deputies.




  The conversation switched back to politics again and Gautier felt guilty for having mentioned, even indirectly, a subject connected with police work. In times of political unrest the authorities

  had been known to plant spies and agents provocateurs in cafés and it was a flattering proof of his friends’ belief in Gautier’s integrity that they had accepted him into their

  circle. And there was a tacit understanding that neither they nor he would make any reference to the work he might be doing for the Sûreté.




  Some time later, when Duthrey left the café to return home for the lunch his wife would have ready, Gautier walked a little way with him along Boulevard St. Germain.




  ‘Touraine still writes,’ Duthrey remarked. ‘We published an article by him in Figaro only today.’




  ‘Yes? On what subject?’




  ‘The exhibition of surrealist art at the Salle Delacroix. I cannot imagine why anyone should be interested in the weird daubs and drink-sodden fantasies of those clowns up on the

  Butte.’ Duthrey paused and then he added: ‘They tell me Touraine lives in squalid rooms near the Gare du Nord. Our office would have his address.’










  Chapter Three




  TOURAINE’S ROOMS WERE in a dreary part of Paris but the rooms themselves were not as squalid as Duthrey’s remark

  might have led one to expect. The concierge directed Gautier to the third floor of the narrow house and he found Touraine in a large room which combined the functions of drawing-room, dining-room

  and study but which, although overcrowded with heavy furniture, paintings and ornaments, was comfortable and inviting, the kind of room which one would expect a good bourgeois mother to provide for

  her family.




  ‘What brings you here, Inspector?’ Touraine asked when Gautier had explained who he was.




  He was a man almost large enough to be called gross, with soft features and plump hands on which he wore several ornate rings. Instead of adding masculinity to his face, the small, pointed

  moustache he had grown looked faintly absurd, as though it had been stuck on above his lip as part of a comic disguise. Over the fireplace of the room hung a portrait in oils of a heavy,

  dark-haired woman and one could tell by the very strong facial resemblance that she must be the poet’s mother.
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