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Chapter 1 Tuesday, September 20, 1921
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Max had been dreaming about bees.  When he woke, the buzzing remained.

“Jacqui, you’re snoring.” No, she isn’t, thought Max, she’s in Marseilles visiting her sick cousin.  The buzzing started again.  Max turned on the bed-side light.  According to his alarm clock, it was after three.  

The buzzing was coming from the other room.

It was the telephone.  

The air was cold against his bare skin as he staggered from his bed to the room that served as living space and kitchen of his small apartment on Rue Lepic.  Henri had warned him about having a telephone installed.  “It is nothing but an invasion of privacy.”

The black box vibrated again.  Max lifted the receiver.  The Bakelite felt cold against his swollen ear, a souvenir of the bout at O’Brien’s gym the previous day.

“Max Anderson.”

“Max, Max is that you?” The voice was slurred; the words were in English. “It’s Erich.”

Erich Harvey, part-time investigative reporter, full-time lush.  Max had used him as a “researcher” in a few cases. His work was good as long as you got him early in the day.  Unfortunately, three in the morning was not early for Harvey, it was very late.

“Can’t this wait?”

“No,” said Harvey, his voice suddenly sobered. “I don’t think it can. I... I may have killed a man.”

“Where are you?”

“At Le Salon de Chêne, on St. Germaine.”

Max was surprised.  Only the better bars in the Latin Quarter had phones; de Chêne didn’t qualify.

“Stay there; I’ll come as soon as I can.”

Max pulled on his clothes and wondered why he was bothering.  He’d known Harvey for about a year but they were hardly close.  I guess I’m a sucker for hard luck cases.  And Harvey certainly fit the bill.  He was an old timer, stationed in Paris since before the war.  Max didn’t know if the war had broken Harvey – he didn’t talk about it – but something had.  Now he eked out what living he could writing freelance pieces for the papers back home.  Life hadn’t gotten any easier with the influx of Americans that flooded the city after the devaluation of the franc last year.  They all needed to supplement their allowances and they all thought journalism was the best way to do it.

Max wondered if Harvey had killed one of those; he’d certainly threatened to do so often enough.

The Metro wouldn’t open for another two hours and taxis were few and far between at this time of night even in Pigalle, where the bars never closed and the prostitutes and their customers never seemed to sleep. He rummaged through his cupboard and found a day-old brioche. He smeared it with butter and apricot jam, flavoured with vanilla and rum. Coffee would have to wait but he couldn’t face Harvey on an empty stomach.

Max finished dressing and added a quilted jacket; fall nights could be cold in Paris.  Almost as an afterthought, he shoved his five-shot Kolb in the jacket pocket.

Max’s luck held steady; there wasn’t a taxi in sight, either at the café across the street or the length of Clichy as far as he could see.  Gare de L’Est was only ten minutes away so Max pulled his jacket tighter and headed down Clichy past the bars, the girls and the small clusters of drunken tourists that populated the City of Light when the lights should properly be off.

Ten minutes on foot and another ten by cab brought him to the front door of Le Salon de Chêne.  The bars in the Latin Quarter kept more sedate hours, though you could always find one that catered to the late-night crowd.  The windows were shuttered but a small light glimmered over the front door.  Max knocked softly on the glass and a few moments later the blind was pulled aside and a single bloodshot eye glared out at him.  Max flashed a fifty franc note and the door swung open.

Le Salon de Chêne was a typical St. Germaine establishment. A half dozen tables scattered in the small space that surrounded the long zinc-topped bar.  Three ex-soldiers – judging by their pinned-up sleeves and pant legs – sat together on stools at one end of the bar.  Harvey was seated at a table in the back corner, nursing a beer and looking miserable.

“Who did you kill, Erich?” said Max, as he slipped into the chair opposite the newsman. Harvey had shrunk in the last few months; his suit, frayed at cuffs and collar and smudged with dirt, draped his narrow shoulders like a discarded army tent. His hair had now gone completely grey except a single streak of pure white that ran through his long bangs like a badge.

“A guy named Réjean.  Can’t remember his last name.  He works for Le Grand Parisien.” A daily known more for its inflammatory headlines than the accuracy of its stories.  “And I only might have killed him.”

“What happened?”

“We were having a drink.  He said a few things about America and Americans that I didn’t care for.  I let it go for a while because he was buying. Finally, I told him where he could shove his opinions.  I may have said something about his parentage.  He was unmoved until I brought the church into it.  Then he pulled a knife.”

“A religious zealot, eh?’ said Max.  “I know the type.” 

“The bartender was getting a bit pissed so we took it outside.  I happened to have brought a bottle with me so I hit him with it.  He went down and I left.  An hour later, so I’m told, he was pulled out of the Seine. Not breathing.”

“Where was this?  The fight I mean.”

“At a place over on Rue Jacob.” 

“Jacob is two blocks from the Seine. How did he get in the river?”

Harvey frowned and looked down into his beer glass, which was almost empty.  Max signalled the waiter and ordered another beer for Harvey and an espresso for himself. 

“Were you drinking, Erich?”

“I’d had a bottle of wine and a couple of pastis. Not much.”

Max raised his eyebrow and Harvey shrugged.

“I’ve been drinking every day for nearly forty years, Max. I was as sober as I ever am.  I’ve spent the last three hours trying to rectify that sad fact. Hard to do it on a budget.” He gestured at an empty brandy glass so Max added a pastis to his order.

Harvey had enough brandy in him already that his hand didn’t shake when he raised the glass to his lips, not so much that he didn’t drink half of it on the first gulp. The brandy seemed to help; Harvey’s leonine head lifted and the focus in his rheumy eyes sharpened slightly.

“Did you and this Réjean have a history?”

“I used to borrow his copy for the Paris Herald. He was a cleaner writer than most in the city. His work was easy to translate. He kept trying to present me with a bill for it and I kept tearing it up.  We got along fine.”

“Until tonight?”

“Yeah.” Harvey’s gaze drifted past Max’s shoulder as if there was something more interesting on the wall behind him than a faded poster from the Great Exhibition. Max thought Harvey had something more to say on the subject of Réjean, but wasn’t ready to say it yet. 

“Who told you Réjean was in the Seine?”

Harvey’s brow furrowed as if he were trying to recall ancient history rather than the events of a few hours before. “Who? Pierre Delacroix, a funny little fellow who writes for Le Journal.  He came into Le Dôme with a couple of pirettes on his arm, right before closing time. Came right up to me and said ‘they just pulled Réjean LaFoie’ – that’s the name – ‘out of the river. I’d make myself scarce if I were you.’”

“Did he say why?”

Harvey shook his head mournfully. “Gave me the good news and left. Took both of the girls with him.”

“He came all the way to Le Dôme to tell you that? How did he know you were there?”

“I... I don’t know.”

If Harvey had anything else to say, Max was going to have to wait to hear it. The glass door rattled as a heavy fist pounded on the frame.

“Open in the name of the Sureté.”

***
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MAX RODE DOWN TO THE Prefecture with Harvey and a couple of swallows. Captain Fontaine was the officer in charge. He and Max had a long acquaintance though no-one confused them for friends.

“What did you do to get relegated to the night shift?” Max asked by way of making conversation.

Fontaine glared at him but didn’t answer. Harvey was slumped in the corner of the wagon, snoring softly. Max shrugged and pulled his cap down over his eyes. The ride to police headquarters was barely ten minutes but the war had taught him to catch sleep whenever it came around.

The appearance before the night magistrate only took a few minutes; LaFoie had several broken bones as well as a head wound, no water in the lungs so he was dead before he was dumped in the river. The evidence seemed slim to Max but the judge deemed it sufficient to bind Harvey over for trial.  Max saw him safely ensconced in a cell and promised to come back later in the day after his lawyer’s office opened. Cleroux wasn’t the greatest legal mind in Paris but he was cheap and would take cases his more upstanding colleagues wouldn’t touch.

Max was a familiar face at the station. Sergeant LePêcheur called him over to the night desk as he was leaving.

“You must be living a clean life,” he said. “I hardly ever see you.”

“Most of my clients keep bankers’ hours.” That had certainly been true lately. Business hadn’t exactly been brisk and few of his “cases” had involved serious criminals. Not that Max minded. He didn’t need the money and it gave him more time to do the things he really liked: dancing with Jacqui at Chez Jake and drinking with Henri and Yesim at Le Coq Bleu. “What are you doing behind the desk?”

“A friend needed me to fill in for a few weeks. Family troubles.” He shrugged. “Gereau has been asking after you.”

“I thought he retired,” said Max.

“He did.  He only comes in three or four times a week.”

“That doesn’t sound retired.”

LePêcheur shrugged. “You know Captain Gereau.”

Indeed, Max thought. Captain Gereau had little else to fill his days. Never married and most of his close family dead in the war or from the Spanish flu, he had nothing left but his work. Politics had forced him from his job, but nothing would keep him from his occupation.

Max scribbled his telephone exchange and number on a scrap of paper and handed to LePêcheur. “Ask Gereau to call me the next time he drops by.”

LePêcheur stared at the paper like it was written in Arabic before folding and slipping it under the blotter. “A telephone? You’ve come up in the world.”

True enough, thought Max, though he doubted the telephone added to his status. The finer class of people looked down on them. Parisians, for all their revolutionary history, were a conservative lot. Still, much had changed in the three years since he had stumbled off the night train from London, freshly demobbed and with no plan for the future more elaborate than a desire to forget everything that had gone before.

Cleroux’s office wouldn’t open for a couple of hours but Max felt too jittery to head back across town to his bed or to the office he kept above Chez Jake on the far side of Montmartre. Instead, he walked up to Les Halles where the market was already crowded with drivers and porters making deliveries to the dozens of shops and stalls crowded together under the vast glass arches of the marketplace. Several of the larger shops had recently installed refrigerators and he thought he might drop by later to buy a fillet for his supper, to see if the new devices kept the fish fresher than the beds of ice the other shops used.

He took a small table near the back of one of the early-opening brassieres that catered to workers and ordered a mug of chocolate and a basket of pastries. The croissant was surprisingly good; the buttery flakes melted on his tongue, leaving only the faint taste of honey in their wake. Max took three early editions from the rack near the window.  

Le Grand Parisien, LaFoie’s employer, had a headline two inches high. Journalist Brutally Murdered; American Suspected, though the details in the story below were even sketchier than what had been provided to the night judge. Dark hints of a foreign conspiracy were suggested and by the fourth paragraph, the Protocols of the Elders of Zion had been invoked. 

The other papers reported the same meagre facts, though in the first, the headline was only an inch high and the conspiracy was attributed not to Jews but to Soviet infiltrators, another bugaboo of the yellow press. In Le Miroir, the story had been relegated to page two and Harvey had become a key witness rather than a suspect. No conspiracy was mentioned. However, a woman was.

Max had never seen Harvey with a woman but that didn’t mean much. People lived several lives at once, lives that seldom intersected. He doubted Harvey had killed LaFoie in a fit of jealous rage. Nonetheless, Max jotted the woman’s name – Nicole Bilodeau – into his notebook.

Cleroux’s office was on Rue Scribe not far from the Opera Palais Garnier. Max paused to gaze up at the gilded busts of famous French composers gazing down on the passing crowds. Most looked disdainful; others amused. Jacqui had forced Max to take her to a performance of La forza del destino. He had fallen asleep in the middle of the third act but woke up in time for everyone to die. He had been overwhelmed by the first opera Havel Barzani had taken him to in 1919, but the novelty had worn off.

Fortunately, Jacqui was catholic in her tastes, if not her religion. She didn’t complain about the jazz music at Chez Jake and he didn’t ask who it was that took her to the Opera instead of him. Living with Jacqui wasn’t what he had been taught to expect growing up in Nova Scotia, but he liked it fine for all that.

***
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THE LAW OFFICE WAS the smallest of three businesses occupying the second floor of a Haussmann era building. It consisted of three rooms, a reception area, a small office shared by a pair of articling clerks and a larger space that Cleroux had to himself. The receptionist, a slim bored-looking young woman with bottle-bright hair and a pronounced overbite, ducked her head into Cleroux’s office before waving Max through.

The office was its usual cluttered mess with stacks of books, boxes and files littered on most available surfaces, though the client chair in front of the desk was pristine as was a narrow path that led to it from the door. Cleroux, a middle-aged man with thinning hair, was reclining in a large swivel chair, his back to an expanse of windows that looked out on the street below, his shoeless feet propped on his desk. He was sipping coffee from an espresso cup; a croissant was balanced on his broad waistcoat-covered belly. 

He gestured with his cup for Max to take a seat while pointing with one foot to the tray perched precariously on a stack of books at the end of his desk, an invitation to join him in breakfast. Max poured a small cup of dark coffee from the carafe and sat down.

“How can I help you, Monsieur Anderson?” Cleroux asked once they had shared their coffee in amiable silence for several minutes.

“Do you know Erich Harvey?”

Cleroux frowned. “Yes. I have a client who is suing him.”

It was Max’s turn to frown. “Réjean LaFoie?”

“The same. Did Harvey send you to negotiate a settlement?”

“I’m afraid the suit is settled,” said Max. “They pulled LaFoie out of the Seine this morning. Harvey has been arrested on suspicion of his murder.”

“Merde!” Cleroux sat up and placed his cup carefully on his desk. His face had tightened and Max thought he might cry.

“My condolences,” said Max. “I didn’t know you were...”

“It’s nothing.” Cleroux blew his nose on a large white handkerchief. “LaFoie owed me money. I doubt I can collect it from his estate.”

“I was going to ask if you would represent Erich Harvey but if you have a conflict...”

“My conflict died with my client. I would be happy to work on Mr. Harvey’s case. You know my terms.”

Max took out his cheque book and wrote a retainer. It seemed doubtful he would recover any of it. Throw your bread upon the waters, he thought, and had the sudden image of avaricious ducks in a feeding frenzy.

“If it isn’t a breach of client privilege, what was LaFoie suing Harvey for?” 

Cleroux waved away the thought as one might wave away a buzzing fly. “Alienation of affections.”

Max wasn’t sure what he had been expecting the lawyer to say but it certainly wasn’t that. His expression must have conveyed his confusion to Cleroux for the lawyer went on.

“Mr. LaFoie was engaged to be married.” He dug through a pile of files and consulted one briefly. “Mademoiselle Bilodeau.”   

“Nicole Bilodeau?”

“The same. LaFoie claimed that his engagement was broken off abruptly after his fiancé spent an evening with Mr. Harvey.”

Max felt the heat rise to his face. Even after a year with Jacqui and her views on “free love,” he found it difficult to accept the idea of casual relations between the sexes. He knew it happened. Jacqui claimed that it was now theoretical as far as she was concerned but that was a matter of her choice and not of any obligation to him. “She spent the night with Erich Harvey?”

“The law is nothing if it is not precise. If I meant that I would have said so. Apparently, Mlle Bilodeau is a journalist as well. She and Mr. Harvey spent an evening at one of the bars where such people gather. He told her certain rumours about Mr. LaFoie’s activities, which, when she had verified them as true, led her to end their relationship. Mr. LaFoie claimed that this was entirely the fault of Mr. Harvey. I told him we had little chance of achieving satisfaction in the courts but you know how jilted lovers can be.”

“What secrets did Mr. Harvey reveal?”

“I’m afraid Mr. LaFoie was reluctant to disclose them even to me. You will have to ask Mr. Harvey.” He slipped a small white card from the folder and slid it across the desk to Max. In neat slanted handwriting, Max read the name of Bilodeau and an address in the nicer part of Le Marais. “Or you could ask Mlle Bilodeau.”
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Chapter 2 Thursday, September 22nd, 1921
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Max’s caseload was slim but it wasn’t nonexistent. He spent most of Wednesday at the Hall of Records investigating the relationships of a group of cousins who were in a protracted dispute over an inheritance.  By late afternoon he had retreated with sore eyes and an aching head for an early supper at Le Coq Bleu. Yesim, its proprietor, and Henri, his best customer, seemed astonished at the idea of a female journalist and fascinated about the possibility of a ‘crime passionnel.’ Max left them discussing the history of crime in Paris to return to his empty bed.

He awoke to the sound of urgent rapping at his door and sunlight streaming across his bed from the half-shuttered bedroom window. His clock said it was past two which surprised him until he realized he had neglected to wind it. The rapping came again and Max pulled on a robe over his underclothing and staggered to the door.

A young man in the uniform of the telegraph company was leaning against the jamb. He straightened as Max yanked the door open and offered up a blue-stripped envelope. Max found a couple of francs in a bowl on a shelf and exchanged them for the envelope. 

Jacqui’s cousin had taken a turn for the worse. Nothing serious but she was delaying her return from Friday to the following Tuesday “to be on the safe side.” Dancing at Chez Jake would have to wait for another day. 

Max’s wrist watch provided a different but no less inaccurate time – 4:12 – so he showered, dressed, and walked across the street to the patisserie that never seemed to close. There he learned that it was actually shortly before ten, neither too late for a decent breakfast nor too early to visit a lady journalist. The rumble in his stomach decided the issue and Max ordered a plate of pastries, fruit, cheese, and a large mug of café américain; it would, he told himself, suffice for both breakfast and lunch. He ate at a table on the sidewalk, enjoying the heat of early autumn and watching the passing flâneurs.

An hour later he was standing in front of a well-kept house on Rue de Jarente not far from Place des Vosges, a spot favoured by duelists in earlier years. Max took a minute to appraise the dwelling before announcing his presence. 

The double wooden doors allowing porters access to the courtyard for deliveries were painted a brilliant green, a sharp contrast to the more sedate colours chosen for its neighbours. Like most houses in the district, no windows were at street level and those on the second floor were barred and well curtained from within. A smaller door for residents and visitors stood to one side, its simple stone frame topped with a lintel into which was carved a scowling face. A similar face adorned the heavy metal door knocker. It was not particularly welcoming.

As Max reached for the knocker, the door was suddenly flung open and a woman, her face turned away to call some last-minute instructions to someone within, stepped into the street and into him. She gave a little cry as he wrapped his arms around her to keep them both from spilling onto the paving stones.

They hung like that for a moment, her head tilted back to look up into his face. Her eyes were wide and dark, almost black, in the shade of her cloche cap. Ringlets of black hair dipped below the hat’s brim, forming a curlicue line across her smooth brow. Her lips, slightly parted to show even white teeth, were bright red against the paleness of her skin.  

Max stepped back, his face suddenly hot, though he kept his hands on her shoulders as she wobbled, heeled shoes making her unsteady on the cobbles of the street. She still had said nothing after the little cry but now smiled at him and then glanced from side to side at his hands until he released her.

She observed him for a moment, one gloved hand resting on her hip. She was dressed in the latest style he had seen on display at the Galleries LaFayette, when Jacqui took him window-shopping – a calf length dress of deep blue, belted loosely at the waist and with a darker open collar that showed the length of her neck. The hat was also blue, with a strip of embroidered flowers along the brim. Max realized she was cataloging his appearance with the same observant eye. 

“Mademoiselle Bilodeau?” he asked.

“You have the advantage of me,” she replied, her voice a low lilting contralto. “Monsieur...?”

“Anderson. Max Anderson. I’m a friend of Erich Harvey’s.”

“Poor Erich. Have they released him yet?”

“We’re working on it,” said Max.

“More than merely a friend, then?”

“I’m a detective. But I’m also a friend.” Neither entirely true. The Sûreté did not actually recognize his occupation as much as tolerate it and he was still not entirely sure what his relationship was to Erich Harvey. But it was close enough for now.

“C’est charmant! An American detective in Paris.”

Also not true, but Max didn’t bother to correct her on his true nationality. Most Parisians didn’t see the difference anyway.

“Can we walk together?” Bilodeau asked. “I have an appointment at the American embassy in twenty minutes.”

The Embassy was on Rue De Chaillot, well over a kilometre away, not a difficult walk for Max but he wasn’t wearing high heels. However, her shoes didn’t seem to trouble the young reporter and she set off at a brisk pace so Max was forced to hurry to catch her.

“What was your relationship to Réjean LaFoie?” he asked.

“As I am sure you already know, he was my fiancé. I broke it off with him several weeks ago. I believe he blamed Erich for my decision – but that is nonsense.”

“He had filed a law suit for ‘alienation of affections.’”

“If anyone alienated my affections, it was Réjean himself. He was not a nice man.”

“You don’t seem particularly upset by his death.”

“A young woman in Paris soon learns not to be too open about her feelings to men she has only now met. You say you are a detective and a friend of Erich’s but how do I know you are who you say you are? You could be anyone.”

They had reached Rue Rivoli and turned right to head toward the Embassy. The shop windows were filled with the latest fashions. A scattering of clients still occupied the sidewalk tables of the many cafes and restaurants, sipping coffee and nibbling at the last of their breakfast brioche. Waiters clustered in groups, smoking dark French cigarettes, and gossiping in low voices. The lunchtime rush was more than an hour away and they were in no hurry to clear tables or change the menu boards to advertise the table d’hôte. 

Bilodeau paused several times to greet male acquaintances, all of whom rose to kiss her on both cheeks while studiously ignoring Max’s presence. They didn’t speak again until they reached the Tuileries gardens.

“I have a friend at the embassy, Buchan, who can vouch for me.”

Bilodeau stopped and laughed, a low throaty chuckle, then turned and placed her hand on his arm. “I don’t doubt you are who you say you are. How do you know Ginger?”

“We’ve worked together from time to time.” Max left out the part where he had once suspected Buchan of murder.

“Fascinating. So then you must know what Ginger does at the Embassy.”

Max knew both Buchan’s official job and what he really did but he didn’t know Bilodeau well enough to mention the latter.

“Whatever’s required of him. He’s pretty low on the stick.”

“As he keeps telling me.” 

The gardens didn’t seem to know the first day of fall had arrived; the trees were still mostly green with the barest hint of yellow and red on a few early turning branches. Max would have suggested they walk through them but didn’t want to give the wrong impression. They didn’t speak again until they reached La Place de la Concorde.

“How do you know Erich?” Max asked. His real interest was in LaFoie but he suspected she wasn’t ready to talk about him.

“We’re competitors.”

“Erich speaks French but I don’t think he writes it that well.”

“I wouldn’t know. I write in English myself – my mother was English – so we are often trying to sell to the same newspapers. The Paris Herald and Tribune plus the international wire services, of course. Our paths cross from time to time though we are interested in quite different subjects.”

“I would think the French press would offer more opportunity...”

“And more competition, too, though that is changing with all the Americans flooding the city. They all think they can write, you know. Erich is finding it more difficult than I.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I’m better looking.”

Max wasn’t about to disagree. He was no expert with women but he wasn’t stupid about it either. Besides, she was good looking. He had a hard time not sneaking glimpses at her profile as they walked.

“What did Erich tell you about LaFoie that led you to break off the engagement?”

“It is difficult to describe. Everything Erich said I already knew at some level. It was...” she paused to consider. “Have you ever seen those drawings that look like one thing but then your perspective changes and you see they are something else altogether.”

“I’m not sure...”

“You know, first it looks like a vase and then you see it is two profiles facing each other. Or a woman in a feathered hat that suddenly becomes the face of an old lady.”

Max nodded. Henri had found them printed in a magazine and kept teasing Yesim about them. Try as he might, Yesim could not make his eyes see the second image until Henri pointed them out, tracing the images with his gnarled fingers and laughing at Yesim’s sudden realization.

“Erich pointed to a different pattern, a different interpretation of what you already knew. Still, I don’t see how...”

“I went from thinking that Réjean was clever and principled, that he associated with the people he did because he was trying to reveal their corruption. But then I saw that he was the corrupt one. Réjean is... was an evil man and I am lucky to be rid of him.”

Max was taken aback by the vehemence of the last statement. Bilodeau was not merely untroubled by LaFoie’s death, she seemed relieved by it. He wondered if it was more than that. Bilodeau had picked up her pace and Max had to hurry to keep up.

“What kind of people did LaFoie associate with?” he asked.

They had walked another long block before she answered. “What difference does it make now? Réjean is beyond associating with anyone. He is beyond harming anyone.”

“It might help Erich’s case.”

“I know it is your job to help your client but it is hardly mine. Erich had a reason, what do you call it, a motive for wanting Réjean dead. In fact, I think he had several reasons. Sometimes the easiest answer is the correct one.”

“You can’t really think that Erich Harvey committed murder.”

“Why not? Even old men can burn with the fires of passion. But here we are.” She consulted a small watch on her left wrist. “And with minutes to spare. Au revoir, Monsieur.”

“Can I see you again?” Max said.

Bilodeau gave him a dazzling smile. “That depends.”

“On what?” Max felt a twinge of apprehension.

“On whether you like dancing.”

Max felt a strange warmth spreading through his body. It wasn’t unpleasant but it was unwelcome. “I... I’ve been known to dance.”

“Good. Meet me at Zelli’s Royal Box at 9 on Saturday. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes, on rue Pierre Fontaine.” He knew it though it wasn’t a club he and Jacqui ever went to. Max both felt relieved and guilty at the thought.
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MAX WALKED BACK TO the Tuileries and sat on a bench watching young couples stroll by. It did nothing to improve his mood, though he usually found the careful order and simplicity of the gardens calming. After a while, he went down to the river and alternated between staring out at the barges and small fishing boats on the slow-moving water and browsing the book stalls, many of which had been there since before the time of Victor Hugo. 

It was all familiar territory now, a far cry from when he had arrived with a few thousand francs in his pockets and few dozen words of French in his head. Now, Paris was his city, his town, the way no place had ever been. He couldn’t imagine living anywhere else, couldn’t imagine why he would want to.

He had good friends and more money than he could reasonably spend. He had his work and his freedom from it. And he had Jacqui. 

So why wasn’t he happy?

He let his gaze drift across the river to the bulk of the Hotel des Invalides, the largest hospital in Paris, filled now with the broken bodies and fractured spirits of former soldiers still suffering the wounds of the Great War. A faint echoing throb ran down his leg and Max turned away, his throat choked with inexpressible emotion.

“Must be nice to be able to spend your time daydreaming.” The familiar voice of Ginger Buchan brought Max back to the moment. He grasped the red-haired American’s hand, relieved there was no need to fathom the rules of the Gallic kiss.

As usual, Buchan was dressed impeccably in the latest styles, a gray pin-striped suit, tailored to make the most of his shoulders and hide his slowly expanding mid-section. He wore a plain white shirt with a high button-on starched collar, but made up for the lack of colour with a wide floral-patterned necktie. A matching handkerchief peeked from his breast pocket. 

Buchan had grown a thick ginger mustache in the month since Max last saw him and he felt a faint twinge of jealousy as his own efforts in that regard had never produced much more than a faint wispy discoloration on his upper lip. He consoled himself by noting that Buchan’s red hair has begun to thin while his own, like that of his father, was likely to remain thick into middle age.

“I was just talking about you,” said Max. 

“And like the Devil, I immediately show up.”

“Are you free for lunch?” Buchan knew Nicole Bilodeau though it wasn’t clear how well. He certainly knew Erich Harvey. At least part of his unofficial job was to keep track of American ex-pats, especially those who had regular contact with “persons of interest” in the eyes of the American government. Erich certainly qualified.

“If you’re buying, I’m free.” Buchan chuckled at his own joke. “Why don’t we try the Café De Pais? The walk will stimulate our appetites and justify our indulgences.”

It was a dozen blocks from the river to the restaurant that looked out over the Place d’Opéra. His late breakfast still weighed on him and, despite the exercise, he had little appetite. He ordered a Croque Monsieur and a small beer to be polite. Buchan’s politeness was more expansive; he ordered an onion soup followed by a serving of fresh oysters, a small slice of fried beef with mixed vegetables, finished with a crème caramel. He needed a demi-liter of red wine to wash it all down.

“Must be nice to be able to spend your day sleeping at your desk.”

Buchan laughed around a mouthful of baguette. “I’m still a growing boy, Max,” he said, patting his midriff. “I need to keep my strength up. Besides I assume you wanted some information – this is my payment in kind.”

Max sipped his beer. It was colder than he had grown used to, a sop to the growing number of American tourists who were flooding Paris in the wake of prohibition back home. He glanced around; most of the other patrons were Yanks of one sort or another, men in straw hats, women in the latest and most garish Paris fashions, all with loud voices. Max switched to French, less likely to be overheard.

“You are acquainted with Mademoiselle Bilodeau?” he asked.

“Nicole? We’ve met. Cute thing though not my type.”

Max wondered at that; he had seen Buchan with a wide range of women. But he remained silent, picking at his food until Buchan spoke again.

“I was tempted to give it a go when I first saw her. She came to the embassy to interview the Ambassador’s wife and I must admit she made quite an impression. Her English is impeccable and those ankles...” Buchan’s voice drifted off and he had the appearance of a man contemplating what ankles were attached to. He shook his head, smiling bashfully and continued. “She makes a living writing gossip columns for some of the American and British wire services but she’s no flibbertigibbet. I’ve seen her more thoughtful pieces in some of the smaller French papers. Incisive and insightful. Though I wonder about her politics.”

That was what Buchan meant by type. Bilodeau’s politics were questionable. Buchan had been appointed to Paris by the Democratic administration of Woodrow Wilson and been promoted by the Republican one of Warren Harding, so it was hard to say exactly what Buchan’s own political leanings were, though his membership in the Zionist Organization of America gave some clues.

“Is she a Bolshevik?” Max had had his fill of Bolsheviks the previous summer while investigating the murder of a former American diplomat.

“Hardly that. She claims to be neutral but spends a lot of time writing about the Action Française. She even went down to Italy and interviewed their rising star, that Mussolini fellow. You don’t get to see him by being neutral.”

Max had dealt with that bunch before, as well as the more radical groups that lurked behind their skirts. He had narrowly avoided a beating once at the hands of the Camelots du Roi, the quasi-military wing of the party who dressed like fops and used their walking sticks to beat unionists, suffragettes, or anyone else whose politics or lifestyle they disliked.

Thinking that someone like Bilodeau – so charming and vivacious – could be involved with those thugs left a vaguely sour taste in his mouth. Though perhaps he shouldn’t judge, given that his girlfriend was an anarchist. Jacqui had always been vague about her past, but she had never actually denied taking part in the more violent actions of the anarchist fringe.

“Is she originally from Paris?” he asked. A lot of the Action Française supporters came from farther south. 

“Beyond my purview. Her accent is pure Académie Française but that hardly proves anything.” Buchan chewed thoughtfully on the last of his steak. “She knows the city better than most but I suppose that’s part of her job.”

“Have you heard anything about her relationship to Erich Harvey?”

“Harvey. I wondered if you were working for him.”

“I’m looking into things.”

“Don’t look too closely; you might not like what you see.”

“You don’t think Erich committed murder, do you?”

“It doesn’t matter what I think – it’s a matter for the Sûreté.”

That’s true in part, thought Max, though if the Embassy were to intervene, they would likely rely on Buchan’s opinion.

“Still...” he said.

Buchan had moved on to the crème caramel and the wine was nearly gone. “Harvey is a drunk and a parasite. You may not like my advice but I suggest you take it anyway. Drop him before he drags you down with him.”

Buchan dabbed at his lips with his napkin and dropped the cloth onto his plate. “If you see Mlle. Bilodeau again,” he said, pushing himself to his feet, “please give her my regards.” 
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HENRI WAS ALREADY AT Le Coq Bleu when Max arrived shortly after two, sitting at a stool at the bar. His hair was mostly white but still thick and his round pink face unseamed except for laugh lines around his mouth and eyes. His shifts as a porter at Gare du Nord had grown shorter and less frequent now that he had passed his seventieth birthday, though he still worked three or four mornings a week to supplement his pension and “keep fit.” He lifted his glass – a small pastis – when Max entered and beckoned him to the empty chair beside him.

Max crossed the room to the far end of the bar where his old friend perched in his usual location, nodding to Yesim on the way by. Yesim was two decades younger, leaner and several inches taller than his old friend, Henri. His coloring was Mediterranean, his features hawk-like. The stubble on his face, which hadn’t been shaved for a day or two was grizzled. Yesim was deep in conversation with a trio of roughly dressed men. He nodded briefly and placed an open bottle of Burgundy and a glass on the zinc-topped bar before turning back to the men.

“New customers?” Max asked. 

Henri shook his head. “Old ones, more like. From the days when Yesim was more interested in politics than profits. They showed up here last week and have been here pretty much every day since. Can’t say where they’ve been these last three or four years – prison most likely.”

“Anarchists?” Max asked.

Henri looked around the bar as if expecting to spot a police informant or a pair of swallows lurking in the corner. Satisfied, he nodded his agreement. “And not nice ones like your Jacqui.”

“If she was here and heard you using the possessive article, you might not think she was so nice.”

Henri laughed. “You can’t turn a nag into a racehorse. I guess she’ll have to take me as I am. In any case, when are the two of you going to make it legal? People are talking.”

“Which people? Other than you, that is. I can’t see Jacqui wanting to walk down an aisle anytime soon.”

“Who was talking about a church wedding?” Henri made a face that indicated what he thought of the Church. “City Hall would do fine. And don’t think you know what Jacqui would do unless you’ve asked her.”

Max blushed. He had thought about asking her but was afraid that she might leave for good if he did. Jacqui had very strong views on things even though Max wasn’t always sure what they were.

“We missed you at lunch,” said Henri. “Working on a new case?”

Max smiled. Maybe it was true what Jacqui said about him being a creature of habit. “You have to be led to new things like a horse on a halter.” Then Max thought guiltily about his arrangement to see Nicole Bilodeau – a new girl at a new club. His smile faded.

“Barely,” he said. He told Henri about the death of LaFoie and his investigation so far, leaving out the planned date to go dancing. Henri might not follow the teaching of the Church but he had his own code.

The old porter scratched at the stubble on his chin and finished his pastis. He waved his glass in the air for another before saying, “I remember that Harvey. He did some work for you last year. He didn’t strike me as the murdering type.”

“No,” said Max. “Me neither. But if he didn’t do it – and even he’s not sure that he didn’t – then I need to find out who did. And soon.”

The wheels of justice turned quickly in France; it would hardly do Harvey any good to be proclaimed innocent if he had already gone to the guillotine.
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