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  Chapter One




  As he was being driven in a fiacre to the Bois de Boulogne, Gautier realized that his new duties at the Sûreté were at least providing him with a variety of

  assignments. Not many weeks previously he had spent an evening at the Moulin Rouge, keeping a protective watch over the King of England, who was paying a visit incognito to Paris. Today he was to

  be present at a cycle race in the Bois de Boulogne, which he knew was attracting among its spectators at least one titled Englishman as well as a number of Americans living in Paris.




  Gautier’s duties as a chief inspector of the Sûreté had recently been extended to watching over the safety of any notable English visitors who came to Paris. The motives of

  Courtrand, Director General of the Sûreté, in giving him this responsibility were mixed. One was jealousy. Courtrand was jealous of Gautier’s achievements in solving a number of

  celebrated criminal cases in Paris and wished to restrict his opportunities for further successes. The other motive was political. Although he was flattered when people told him how much he

  resembled King Edward VII and although he had his beard and moustaches shaped like the king’s, Courtrand was at heart an Anglophobe. The French Government was obsessed with preserving the

  recent friendship with England, as a powerful ally in the war of revenge with Germany, which everyone knew must come. So the Sûreté had been instructed to prevent any trouble which

  might endanger the Entente Cordiale, and this meant giving protection to any English politicians or other notables visiting France. Courtrand saw it as a tedious responsibility which he

  gladly passed over to Gautier. A short time ago the assignment had been extended to looking after Americans as well.




  The cycle race to be held in the Bois de Boulogne that afternoon had aroused an unusual amount of public interest. A few years previously cycling had been all the rage in Paris. Everyone cycled.

  Every day several hundreds of cyclists could be seen in the Bois and many more crossed the Seine to Suresnes, where amenities for cyclists were even better. New dress styles had been created for

  women cyclists. One Parisienne had arrived for her wedding wearing cycling bloomers and another had presented herself similarly dressed as a witness in a court, only to be sent home by the

  judge.




  In more recent years though, the passion for cycling as a hobby seemed to be waning, so Gautier had been surprised to hear that that afternoon’s race was to be something of a social event

  and that the gratin or upper crust of Paris society was expected to be present. A possible reason for this may have been that the trophy and substantial cash prize for the winner had been

  presented by Gordon Bennett Junior, the American owner of the New York Herald, and the race had been given lavish publicity in his paper’s Paris edition.




  When Gautier arrived in the Bois de Boulogne, he saw at least a thousand spectators around the place where the race would start and finish. A temporary stand had been erected and alongside it

  was a marquee in which guests invited by the sponsor were being served champagne. About thirty cyclists would be competing and when Gautier arrived they were ready stripped for racing and making

  last minute adjustments to their machines.




  Gautier had been given two tickets and when he found his seats in the stand he saw that Madame Catriona Becker, who was meant to be joining him at the race, had not arrived. He was not surprised

  for punctuality was not one of the lady’s virtues but he was confident that she would arrive in due course.




  The competitors in the race were with one exception regular racing cyclists, some from as far as Italy and Spain. Later in the year they would be taking part in major races all over Europe,

  including the Tour de France, which had been held for the first time two years previously. The one exception among the competitors was an Irishman, Michael Breen. That morning’s Paris

  Herald had told its readers that Breen was a surgeon and that he had broken several cycling records in Ireland.




  Gautier had been intrigued to learn that a surgeon had allowed himself to be drawn into the harsh world of professional cycling and he tried to see whether he could single him out among the

  competitors at the start. It was not difficult: most of the cyclists were wearing striped jerseys, knickerbockers and stockings, drab in colour but functional; by contrast, one who must be the

  Irishman, wore a striking black singlet bearing an elaborate gold crest. His knickerbockers were scarlet and black, matched by scarlet cycling shoes and a scarlet tasselled cap. He was a handsome

  man, with dark hair and blue eyes, a combination, Gautier had heard, often found in the Irish.




  Presently the competitors lined up at the starting line and mounted their machines, held up by a helper as they waited for the signal to start. After shouting a word of warning, the starter

  lowered his flag and the cyclists sped away, pedalling hard to combat inertia and get up speed. Within a minute they were almost out of sight, passing the Pavillon de Bagatelle and heading in the

  direction of the racecourse at Longchamps. From there they would circle the two lakes on their way back to the start, completing the first of several laps. The race was over fifty kilometres and

  people who knew the sport of cycling had told Gautier that it would be over in not much more than an hour.




  He was still waiting for the cyclists to appear at the end of the first lap when Catriona Becker arrived. She was Scottish by birth, the young widow of a Belgian, whose death had left her

  financially independent. Gautier had met her some months previously through an introduction from the Prefect of Police, ostensibly so that she could give him lessons in English. Gautier had soon

  learned that the introduction had only been a pretext and that Madame Becker was being blackmailed. He had been able to solve that problem and the murder which had come as an off-shoot of it.

  Although Madame Becker certainly did not need the money and refused to accept payment, she continued giving him lessons and they had become lovers. Now he was her escort to dinners, the theatre,

  the opera and other social events and slept with her two or three times each week in her apartment on Boulevard Haussmann.




  As soon as she had taken her seat next to him, she said, ‘Before I forget, you and I are invited by Princesse Hélène to a dinner she is giving this evening.’




  ‘The invitation is rather belated, is it not?’




  ‘Yes. The princesse apologizes for that, but she only arranged the dinner on the spur of the moment, an impromptu affair.’




  ‘Is there any particular reason for it?’




  ‘It is a dinner in honour of Michael Breen.’




  ‘The Irish surgeon who is racing here today?’




  ‘Yes. He was given an introduction to the princesse by an Austrian duchess, a relative of hers. Doctor Breen, it seems, captured the hearts of Vienna.’




  While they were talking the cyclists appeared, completing the first lap of the race. The field was already strung out, with a group of half-a-dozen riders leading, some fifty metres ahead of the

  main body, and a couple of stragglers well to the rear. The Irishman Breen was among the first group.




  ‘Which is Doctor Breen?’ Madame Becker asked and when Gautier had pointed him out, she said, ‘Now I can understand why the princesse is so taken with him. He’s remarkably

  handsome!’




  Gautier could see that Breen was exceptionally good-looking, but he was not going to agree and Catriona went on, ‘Princesse Hélène seems besotted with him. Have you noticed

  that as she grows older the poor dear is becoming even more eccentric?’




  Although he was very fond of the princesse, Gautier was inclined to agree. Her claim to a royal title was, in the eyes of most Parisians, dubious for, while her father had been one of

  Napoleon’s brothers whom he had placed on a European throne, she had been his natural daughter and the name of her mother was never mentioned. In spite of this pedigree, she had become a

  popular hostess in society and not only for her charm and great wealth. The French, unlike the more conventional English and Germans, enjoyed eccentricity and over the last year or so Princesse

  Hélène seemed more than ready to add to their enjoyment.




  When the cyclists came round to complete their second lap, the same small group was leading, but if anything it had pulled even further away from the other competitors. At the end of the third

  lap the order was much the same, except that two of the leading group had dropped back. The Irishman Breen was in third place, tucked in comfortably behind a Frenchman and an Italian, allowing them

  it seemed, to set the pace.




  Catriona seemed restless and Gautier guessed that she might be bored, for she had never shown any interest in sport. So they went together to the marquee where waiters served them with

  champagne. The loud, drawling voices of some of the other guests in the marquee showed unmistakably that they were English. A race meeting was to be held at Longchamps the following day and, as

  always, a large number of wealthy English had come over to Paris to enjoy what they believed to be the sport of kings. Several bookmakers from London and Newmarket had also travelled to Paris and

  were in the Bois, taking bets on the cycle race, but they had not been admitted to the marquee.




  One of the visitors over whom it had been decided that the Sûreté should keep a protective watch was Viscount Hawkhurst, the eldest son of the Earl of Tenterden. Lord Hawkhurst was

  an inveterate gambler, whose imprudence on the racecourse and in the casino were, people said, ruining his father. He was in the marquee now, sipping champagne, wearing a checked suit, a blue

  waistcoat and a straw hat with a blue ribbon. Most Parisians would have thought that a canotier was not appropriate headwear for the occasion, but Hawkhurst looked elegant for all that. At

  Longchamps next day one supposed, his dress would revert to a more conventional morning coat and top hat.




  When Catriona and Gautier returned to watch the end of the race, they were in time to see the riders pass and begin their final lap. The leading group of three was still the same, but it was now

  so far in front of the field that soon it would catch up and overtake the stragglers.




  ‘The Irishman will win,’ Gautier heard one of the spectators saying. ‘He is really a sprinter, but by assiduous training he has learnt to stay. The other two will not be able

  to match his devastating sprint at the finish.’




  ‘What odds do you think the bookies will give against him winning now?’ the man beside him asked.




  Lord Hawkhurst had also left the marquee and was standing towards the front of the spectators near the finish of the race, looking relaxed and confident. Gautier wondered whether he might have

  come to the cycle race merely to have a bet on the Irish surgeon. The bookies would have been giving good odds against an unknown rider beating Europe’s leading professionals. Orsini, the

  Italian who was one of the leading group in the race, had won last year’s Tour de France.




  ‘Would not it be wonderful if Doctor Breen were to win?’ Catriona asked. ‘What a coup that would be for Princesse Hélène at her dinner tonight!’




  A few minutes later, looking down the course, they saw the leaders appear. A great cheer went up when the crowd saw only two cyclists and that the Irishman in his scarlet and black kit was not

  one of them. Presently he came into view, almost a hundred metres behind the two leaders, pedalling furiously but not managing to reduce their lead.




  Orsini crossed the finishing line first and he and the Frenchman dismounted, acknowledging the applause of the spectators. When Breen followed them, one could see that he had fallen, for his

  singlet was stained with mud and one leg of his knickerbockers was torn, showing an ugly graze on his knee. He was gesticulating angrily as he crossed the line, shaking his fist at Orsini and the

  Frenchman. Leaping from his cycle, he began swearing at them in English, using oaths which Gautier did not understand. Then he lashed out at Orsini.




  ‘What is he saying?’ Gautier asked Catriona.




  ‘Better that you don’t know, cheri.’




  ‘Are you not supposed to be teaching me English?’




  ‘Not those expressions! They would be of no use to you in your work at the Sûreté.’




  Gautier laughed. He might have told her that much of the vocabulary she had taught him would also be of no value to him in his official work. Most of the coaching that Catriona had been giving

  him was, as the French would say, on the pillow.




  A fight was starting among the competitors and the officials controlling the race moved in to separate them. Some of the spectators had joined the mêlée, Lord Hawkhurst among them.

  The arguing and shouting continued, in English as well as French, with a sprinkling of Italian oaths as well.




  Presently Catriona explained to Gautier, ‘Doctor Breen is claiming that one of the tailenders whom he was passing knocked him off his machine. He was in the lead at the time and says he

  would have won the race. It was deliberate, he claims, a plot. He is furious, his anger almost out of control.’




  The dinner given by Princesse Hélène in honour of Michael Breen was held in the Pavillon Bagatelle, the small château in the Bois de Boulogne, past which the cyclists had

  raced in the afternoon. Built originally for the Comte d’Artois, who later became King Charles X, the Pavillon had been sold to Lord Yarmouth and had remained in the hands of the English

  aristocracy until 1904, when it was sold to the City of Paris. The room in which Princesse Hélène’s dinner was being held had recently been redecorated and the guests were

  seated at a huge, oval table. Set against the deep red of the walls, the white tablecloths and the white aprons of the waiters, formed a perfect setting for the Sèvres dinner service and

  silver cutlery.




  Catriona Becker had recently become the owner of an automobile, the latest Panhard Levassor model, and after they had changed into evening clothes at her apartment, she and Gautier were driven

  to the dinner by her chauffeur. On the way there, she told him what she knew, or had heard, about Michael Breen. A year ago Breen had qualified as a surgeon at Trinity College, Dublin and had since

  taken a postgraduate course in Vienna, which would enable him to specialize in ear, nose and throat surgery. From Vienna he had come directly to Paris where he was studying the recent advances

  which had been made in French medicine.




  ‘Is he not rather old to have only recently qualified in medicine?’ Gautier asked.




  ‘He is. Princesse Hélène says he neglected his studies for his other interests.’




  ‘Sport?’




  ‘Sport may be one of his interests but, if I am any judge, women are another.’




  At the Pavillon de Bagatelle, the Princesse Hélène was receiving her guests in an anteroom. When Catriona and Gautier arrived she took him on one side.




  ‘Monsieur Gautier, I wonder if you would be so kind as to do me a great favour?’




  ‘I am always delighted to be of service to you, madame.’




  ‘My daughter has decided that she cannot be here tonight, so her husband is sulking and refuses to come on his own. It is really very vexing.’




  Gautier knew the princesse’s daughter, Berthe, only very slightly, but she had the reputation of being a redoubtable woman and self-willed. God had been unkind to her in the manner of

  looks, but Princesse Hélène had secured a place for her in society by marrying her off to an impoverished French aristocrat, Comte Thierry de Beauregard.




  ‘My son-in-law was to act with me in hosting the dinner tonight,’ the princesse continued. ‘Would you be so kind as to take his place?’




  Gautier knew it was a request that he could scarcely refuse, even if he had wished to. No doubt Princesse Hélène’s main reason for asking him was that he must be one of the

  few unmarried men at the dinner, but even so it was an honour in a way, for there were others whom the princesse might have invited; men of rank and distinction.




  ‘It will mean that you will not be sitting next to Madame Becker,’ the princesse said. ‘Will that upset you?’




  ‘I am sure I shall survive the separation,’ Gautier replied, smiling.




  Princesse Hélène tapped him playfully on the arm with her fan. ‘Does that mean that your devotion to her is diminishing?’




  ‘Not at all.’




  The reply was true for, although he was fond of Catriona Becker and looked forward to making love with her, Gautier had realized that devotion was too strong a word for what they felt for each

  other. So, where there was no devotion, it could not diminish. At the same time he often wondered how long their affair would last.




  ‘You should still enjoy your evening,’ Princesse Hélène said, ‘for you will be sitting between two ladies, both of whom I suspect, are growing tired of their

  husbands.’




  ‘Why should they interest me?’




  Princesse Hélène ignored his question. ‘You may flirt with them, of course, but flirt discreetly.’




  While he and the princesse were talking, the guest of honour, Michael Breen, had arrived and now came forward to kiss the princesse’s hand. Most Anglo-Saxons seemed embarrassed by having

  to greet a Frenchwoman and contented themselves by giving an awkward, formal bow. Breen’s greeting though was as graceful as any Frenchman’s. The princesse introduced the two men.




  ‘Did you watch the cycle race this afternoon?’ Breen asked Gautier. His French was fluent, the accent almost faultless.




  ‘I did, monsieur, and was very impressed by your performance.’




  ‘I hear you behaved very badly, Michael,’ the princesse said teasingly. ‘You were fortunate that Inspector Gautier did not have you arrested.’




  ‘You are absolutely right, madame. I am afraid I simply lost my temper.’ Breen’s smile was the appealing grin of a naughty boy.




  The princesse took him away to meet the other guests, circling the room and stopping to exchange words with different groups. Breen seemed totally at ease as they chatted and Gautier realzied

  that, in addition to his other talents, he had a charm that would be difficult to resist.




  When dinner was announced, Princesse Hélène took Gautier’s arm and led her guests into the adjoining room. She sat at one end of the table, with Gautier at the other. Michael

  Breen was seated on her right and Gautier noticed that Catriona had been placed next to him. The other guests that evening were a catholic assortment, representing Princesse

  Hélène’s position in society as well as her unconventional taste in friends. The Duc de Narbonne, descended from one of the few genuine aristocratic families to survive the

  Revolution was there with his Spanish wife and so was Comte Robert d’Alcenon, a bachelor and aesthete who had built himself a home modelled on the Trianon in Versailles. Intellectual life in

  Paris was represented by Madame Elizabeth Bertron, an attractive woman with the eyes and colouring of the Midi, who wrote novels under the name of Elizabeth Delavigne. Representing music was

  Bernard Croissart, organist at the church of Notre Dame du Travail, who had recently been acclaimed as a composer. The British Ambassador had declined an invitation, possibly because of the current

  political unrest in Ireland, but he was represented by the Third Secretary.




  Gautier had a lady on each side of him; the novelist Madame Bertron to his left and Comtesse Maria de Chartres to his right. The comtesse had once been one of the great beauties of Paris and, it

  was rumoured, a mistress of the then Prince of Wales. Gautier knew her, for she too had been a victim of the same blackmailer who had preyed on Catriona Becker.




  ‘What do you know of our guest of honour?’ Madame Bertron asked him.




  ‘Very little. I saw him race in the Prix Gordon Bennett this afternoon.’




  ‘May we take it that you are taking a professional interest in him, Inspector?’ the comtesse suggested.




  ‘No, madame, just a friendly interest. He is after all a guest of our country.’




  Comtesse Maria’s use of his title and the tone in which she asked her question showed that she had still not forgiven Gautier. One evening at the time when he was investigating the

  blackmail affair, he had gone to see her at her request and found her alone in her home. He had ignored her attempt to seduce him then, tactfully he thought, but the rebuff had been resented.




  ‘They say Monsieur Breen has already turned the heads of many women in Paris,’ Madame Bertron remarked, ‘and one can see why.’




  ‘Has he turned yours as well?’ Gautier asked her. He knew she was married to a little-known journalist from the staff of Gil Blas.




  She gave him an odd smile, the significance of which he could not read. ‘Not mine. I am a chauvinist. I only succumb to the charms of Frenchmen.’




  Towards the end of the evening, Princesse Hélène made a short speech explaining why she had chosen to honour Michael Breen. He was, she said, not only an outstanding surgeon, but a

  scholar, well versed in the classics, who had written poetry in both Latin and Greek, and a brilliant conversationalist.




  ‘We are indeed fortunate,’ she concluded, ‘that he has left his beloved Edinburgh and come to our country. We Parisians will be the richer for his visit and we must do all we

  can to prolong his stay.’




  Everyone in the room realized that the princesse had blundered, but no one laughed. People looked at one another, wondering whether the mistake was just a slip of the tongue. Did the princesse

  believe that Michael Breen was a Scot, or was she under the impression that Edinburgh was the capital of Ireland? Everyone knew that she was of humble origin, for she made no secret of the fact.

  She had even been known to say that if it had not been for the exploits of her Uncle Napoleon, she might even now be selling oranges in the streets of Ajaccio.




  When she sat down, Michael Breen rose and made a brief reply. He thanked Princesse Hélène for the honour she had done him and for the compliments she had paid him, saying how

  delighted he was to be in France, the centre of the civilized world.




  ‘Princesse Hélène,’ he said, ‘has a rare discernment. She knows that France, with her culture and sophistication, will always be my spiritual home, but she has

  realized too that my heart is in Scotland. The professor who taught me all I know of medicine came from Edinburgh and, as for poetry, no poet has given me greater inspiration than Scotland’s

  Robert Burns.’




  Gautier had to admire the skill with which Breen had gracefully covered up the princesse’s gaffe. Nor did his accomplishments end there. Throughout the evening he had been talking

  animatedly and one could see that not only Princesse Hélène, but all the guests sitting within earshot were listening to him. Catriona seemed as entranced by his wit as anyone.




  When she and Gautier were being driven to her apartment, she remarked, ‘Princesse Hélène will be delighted. Tomorrow all Paris will be talking of her dinner. A

  succès fou, you must agree.’




  ‘One wonders whether it will make up for Doctor Breen’s disappointment in not winning the Prix Gordon Bennett.’




  Catriona snuggled up against him in the darkness of the automobile. Gautier could sense her excitement, the excitement that a small girl might feel returning home after a special treat, an

  excitement she wished to prolong. He felt her hand slip on to his thigh under the blanket which covered their legs.




  ‘You will stay the night with me, won’t you cheri?’




  ‘I was hoping you would ask me.’ Gautier was being truthful for they had not made love for three days and he felt a need for her.




  When they reached her apartment she did not, as she usually did, offer him a glass of cognac over which they would sit talking about the evening they had shared. Instead she took him by the hand

  and led him to her bedroom, where she began undressing with a speed that astonished him, for he knew what seemingly endless layers of clothes women wore. When he lay in bed naked beside her, there

  was no need for words. She made love fiercely and with none of the reserve that he knew was a legacy of her Presbyterian upbringing. He could not help wondering what had kindled her erotic

  excitement and brushed aside the thought that perhaps he owed some gratitude to the Irishman, Michael Breen, for the pleasure the night was bringing him.




  When he awoke in the morning, Catriona was still asleep, her hair sprawled over the pillow, and he slipped out of bed without disturbing her. He arrived at Sûreté headquarters on

  the Quai des Orfèvres slightly later than usual and consequently the amount of paper waiting on his desk was even larger than usual. On top of the pile lay a petit bleu or message

  sent through the city’s pneumatic telegraph system. He saw that it was from Princesse Hélène:


   

   

   

  Cher ami, I need your help. Someone is trying to kill my daughter.


  


  










  Chapter Two




  Princesse Hélène lived in an apartment in Montparnasse which overlooked a small secluded square lined with chestnut trees. A manservant in livery showed Gautier

  into the salon, which had been redecorated since he was last there, in a style matching the princesse’s eccentricity. A gold canopy held up by scarlet poles covered one quarter of the room

  and the floor beneath it was piled high with huge silk cushions decorated with motifs of peacock feathers. A wooden figure of a Negro page stood by the fireplace and the mantelpiece was crowded

  with enamelled boxes, vases, miniature plaster busts of great composers, a small spirit lamp which was alight and several pairs of curling tongs. Perched on a stand facing the entrance to the room

  and flanked by two portraits of the princesse by Bouguereau and Whistler, was an enormous gilded figure of a toad. The beast had only one eye, an emerald, through which it seemed to stare balefully

  at anyone who came into the salon.




  When she came into the salon, Princesse Hélène did not appear as distraught as one might have expected. She thanked Gautier for coming to see her so promptly and added, ‘Poor

  Berthe! She might have been killed. Even now I don’t know exactly what happened.’




  ‘Where is your daughter, madame?’




  ‘I really have no idea. She arrived here at first light this morning. I was still asleep, but she woke me and gabbled out hysterically that someone had tried to shoot her. She asked me

  whether she should tell the police, but before I could get any sense out of the girl, she rushed away.’




  ‘I will need to question her. Will she be at her own home?’




  ‘I doubt it.’ The princesse’s voice was hoarse and strained, which may have been the effects of emotion, but Gautier noticed that she was wearing a scarf wound round her

  throat. She added, ‘Berthe is not living with her husband for the time being.’




  ‘Then can you suggest where I might find her?’




  Princesse Hélène did not answer the question and he had the impression that it caused her some embarrassment. Instead she said, ‘One cannot help believing that this attempt

  to kill Berthe is in some way connected with the Prix Aphrodite.’




  ‘What prize is that?’




  ‘A new literary prize.’




  ‘Like the Prix Goncourt?’




  ‘It is not dissimilar, but the prize money is larger and it is open only to women writers.’




  ‘I have to say that I have not heard of it.’




  ‘This will be the first year that it is awarded. Perhaps I should explain, Monsieur Gautier, that it is I who am inaugurating the prize.’




  Gautier knew that there was already a prize in France which was restricted to women writers. The Prix Femina had been founded by two reviews, Femina and La Vie Heureuse, a year

  or two previously. Princesse Hélène must have guessed that he was wondering why she had decided to award another.




  ‘The Prix Aphrodite will be unique among literary prizes,’ she explained. ‘It will be awarded to the best literary work written in French by a woman; a novel, poetry, drama,

  anything. But as its name implies it must be on the theme of love.’




  At another time Gautier would have been glad to discuss the merits of France’s many literary prizes with the princesse, but if her daughter’s life were really in danger, action was

  needed. ‘Where did this attack on your daughter take place, madame?’




  ‘At the home of one of her friends.’




  ‘And where is that?’




  Once again the princesse appeared embarrassed. Her reply was almost surly. ‘She has an apartment in Avenue du Bois de Boulogne.’




  ‘And may I know her name?’




  ‘Mademoiselle Gisèle Laurency.’




  Now Gautier understood the reason for Princesse Hélène’s embarrassment. Gisèle Laurency was a poet whom many believed to be the greatest female writer of poetry in

  France at that time, better even than Anna de Noailles and Lucy Delarue-Mardrus. Recently her reputation was clouded by a growing notoriety caused by her lesbian inclinations.




  At the end of the last century the French had begun to take a firm moral stand against homosexuality. Pederasts, they decided, were destroying not only the nation’s morals but its

  virility. The disgrace of Oscar Wilde had been a frightening lesson and politicians even began to blame homosexuality for France’s defeat by the Prussians. Leo Taxil, a literary opportunist

  had written a book which shocked France by its revelations of the moral depravity to be found in Paris. His book gave sensational accounts of lesbian practices which he claimed were spreading among

  women in high society. Secret lesbian clubs were supposed to be flourishing and rich women, many of them titled, were said to be seducing young actresses and pretty midinettes, enslaving

  them with the power of money. Taxil professed to know of secret clubs where such women met secretly and gave his readers details of the streets and restaurants where one might find them recruiting

  new members to their cult.




  Gautier was inclined to believe that these stories were largely imaginary, but whether true or not, they were widely believed and led to wild rumours about the behaviour of certain women. Some

  credence had begun to be attached to the rumours, if only because the names of certain women frequently recurred in them. Mathilde, the Marquise de Morny, Winnaretta, the Princesse de Polignac,

  daughter of the American inventor of the Singer sewing machine and Liane de Pougy, Paris’s best known coquette, were supposed to be three of the leading seducers. Colette, the novelist, and

  the poets Gisèle Laurency and Lucie Delarue-Mardrus were the names most often mentioned as being their victims.




  Gautier was about to say that he would go and make enquiries at the home of Gisèle Laurency, when the princesse’s manservant came in to tell them that an officer from the

  Sûreté had arrived with a message from the chief inspector. The messenger was Surat, Gautier’s principal assistant for several years. Conscientious and loyal, Surat had never

  been given promotion, perhaps, Gautier sometimes thought cynically, because conscientiousness and loyalty were not qualities highly prized in any police force. The message he brought was from the

  head of the Sûreté.




  ‘The director general would like you to go to the Hôtel Bristol without delay, patron,’ Surat said, after apologizing to the princesse for disturbing them.




  ‘What appears to be the trouble there?’




  ‘An Englishman, Lord Hawkhurst, has been viciously assaulted.’




  ‘Do we know by whom?’




  ‘Not as yet, but they say he is receiving lifesaving medical attention. He has insisted that the police should be called.’




  The Bristol, one of the great hotels of Paris, was in Rue du Faubourg Saint Honoré, not far from the British Embassy and for that reason a favourite hotel among those of

  the English who could afford to stay there. With the races starting at Longchamps that day the hotel was crowded, but a handsome suite on the second floor had been reserved for Lord Hawkhurst. When

  Gautier arrived he noticed that two policemen from the local commissariat had been stationed outside the entrance to the hotel and another was acting as sentry outside the door to his

  lordship’s suite. Inside the drawing-room of the suite, he had difficulty in convincing a nurse that he should be admitted to the bedroom.




  Lord Hawkhurst lay in bed, propped up by pillows, but the absence of either blood or bandages and the anger in his face suggested that death was not imminent. Indeed the only injury which

  Gautier could see was that one of his eyes was half-closed and encircled with black and yellow bruising.




  ‘And high time too!’ Hawkhurst shouted, when Gautier explained in English who he was. ‘I’ve been lying here for hours. I trust that you have that scoundrel behind bars.

  He might have killed me!’




  ‘Who was it who attacked you, Lord Hawkhurst?’




  ‘That Irishman of course! The cyclist.’




  ‘Doctor Michael Breen?’




  ‘He claims he’s a doctor, but I cannot believe it, though anything is possible with the Irish.’




  ‘And where did this attack take place?’




  ‘Here in the hotel can you believe it? Not content with losing me a packet on that damn cycle race, he may well have ruined my future prospects!’




  Hawkhurst ranted on, interspersing what he was saying with oaths and obscenities which Gautier did not understand. Intelligent conversation became impossible, for the man was either badly

  frightened or unbalanced by rage. All Gautier was able to discover about the attack was that it had taken place that morning in the dining-room of the Hotel Bristol, where Breen was also

  staying.




  Eventually he left Hawkhurst, still complaining, and went downstairs to see the hotel’s concierge. If the attack on Lord Hawkhurst had been made in a public room of the hotel, some member

  of the staff would have seen it happen. Downstairs in the lobby, English guests were talking in loud voices. Some were returning from the fashionable shops in the Faubourg Saint Honoré,

  others trying to make arrangements with the concierge for their excursion to the races that afternoon. Gautier knew the concierge well, for the Sûreté worked closely with the

  concierges of all the hotels in Paris. Those in smaller hotels provided valuable information on the activities of unwelcome visitors, while the police were often able to deal discreetly with any

  trouble which might damage the reputation of the better-known establishments.




  That day the concierge at the Bristol knew all about the assault on Lord Hawkhurst, for it had taken place in the dining-room when breakfast was being served. ‘It was disgraceful, Chief

  Inspector!’ he told Gautier. ‘Lesser guests might well have been told to leave the hotel after a display like that.’




  ‘What happened exactly?’




  ‘The waiters tell me that when Doctor Breen was leaving the room after finishing his breakfast, Lord Hawkhurst jumped to his feet and stopped him. A short, violent argument followed and

  then the doctor punched his lordship in the face.’




  ‘How often did he hit him?’




  ‘Only once, but it was enough to knock Lord Hawkhurst down. As you will have noticed his lordship is hardly, shall we say, a robust gentleman.’




  ‘Do we know what the argument was about?’




  ‘Not precisely. The waiters are under the impression that it concerned yesterday’s cycle race in the Bois de Boulogne.’ The concierge shook his head sadly. ‘To be frank,

  Chief Inspector, I would not have expected that any guest in this hotel would be competing in a cycle race – and for money!’
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