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Prologue

The experiments were chilling. In one, a woman was hypnotized and ordered to shoot a local government official. When handed a gun, she walked directly up to him and pulled the trigger, firing a blank she imagined was a real bullet. After the official—playing along—fell to the floor, she stood calmly over him hallucinating that he was dying in a pool of blood. Under interrogation she admitted to the crime with utter indifference, parroting what the hypnotist-researcher had planted in her head: that she simply didn’t like the man. In another experiment, a hypnotized woman was told to dissolve a white powder she believed was arsenic in a glass of water and offer it to a man nearby. If anyone were to ask, she was to say the glass contained sugar water. She did exactly as she was told, and the man quaffed the tainted drink. After she was brought out of her trance, she dutifully followed the hypnotist’s final command: She told her interrogator that she didn’t remember a thing; she hadn’t given a drink to anyone. Most disturbing, she couldn’t name anyone who had directed her to do anything.

In the late nineteenth century, doctors, scientists, and professors were desperate to answer an alarming question: Could a person be persuaded under hypnosis to commit a terrible crime, even murder? At risk was the very foundation of law and order. If researchers discovered that hypnotic crime was possible, then who was safe? Thievery, assault, arson, and murder—secretly directed by evil hypnotists—became nightmarish possibilities. And what if a madman launched an army of hypnotized automatons on a presidential palace? Revolution was not out of the question.

In the Paris of the 1880s, the setting for our tale, hypnosis was in its heyday. Doctors had corralled its mysterious powers to treat a range of complaints. In medical clinics, doctors softly encouraged their patients: “Look at me. Think of nothing but sleep … sleep. Your lids are closing. Your arms feel heavy. You are going to sleep … sleep … sleep.” While concentrating on the doctor’s voice, the patient stared at a bright light, or gazed into his eyes, or watched his hands pass several times in front of her face until she drifted off. When she left the clinic, she was free of back pain, or menstrual cramps, or chronic headaches.

Hypnotism was an ornament of the city’s daily life. Society ladies, demonstrating that they were au courant, hosted hypnotism salons. Amateurs learned the techniques and threw their friends into trances. Traveling hypnotists wowed audiences with astonishing stage shows. The famous traveling hypnotist Professor Donato put his bejeweled assistant through the human-plank trick, in which she would lie between two chairs stiff as a board, defying gravity. He hypnotized audience volunteers and had them disrobe to their underclothing and dance in imaginary ponds and bite into potatoes that they believed were apples. Europeans delighted in the cures and the endless amusement. But the excitement was tinged with fear. No one really knew how powerful hypnosis was, and whether or not it could lend itself to nefarious uses. Courts already had ruled on a few instances of hypnosis-assisted rape. In one notorious case in 1879, a dentist in Rouen was sentenced to ten years in prison for having sex with a twenty-year-old patient he had hypnotized in the dental chair. No court, however, had yet seen a case in which an accused murderer blamed a hypnotist for his crime. That was about to change.

The belle époque, stretching from 1871 to the start of World War I in 1914, is remembered for its pleasures and eccentricities, but it was also a time of magnificent ambition and spectacle and unrelenting dread. The Eiffel Tower went up on the Champ de Mars in 1889, at the time the tallest man-made structure in the world, and served as the centerpiece of the Paris International Exposition, then the largest world’s fair in history. Paris was a stage, and its inhabitants were actors, dressed for show and behaving outrageously. There was the theatrical star Sarah Bernhardt, who kept a pet tiger and slept with a coffin at the foot of her bed. There were the throngs who strolled past the recently dead at the Paris morgue as if viewing a museum exhibit; the French had a weakness for the macabre, which Sigmund Freud, a young, cocaine-dependent medical student discovered as he explored the city. At night, bizarre indulgences awaited in the music and dance halls: At the Folies-Bergère there was a boxing match between a man and a kangaroo, and at the Moulin Rouge a sidesplitting act by a vaudevillian in a red silk coat and white butterfly tie, who sang “Au clair de la lune” through his anus.

Although the period before World War I was an era of champagne bubbles, men in top hats and monocles, and carefree strolls along the boulevards, it was not the golden age people wished to remember years after the carnage. As the historian Barbara Tuchman put it, “It was not a time exclusively of confidence, innocence, comfort, stability, security and peace. Our misconception lies in assuming that doubt and fear, ferment, protest, violence and hate were not equally present.”

Hypnotism reflected not only the era’s giddiness but also the unease. France’s Republican government was fragile, anarchist rage was brewing, syphilis mercilessly attacked the well-born and the underclass alike. Newspapers sensationalized the bloodiest crimes; in some neighborhoods, people went to bed worrying that teenage thugs would slash their throats while they slept. Parisians looked upon the present with uncertainty and gazed toward the new century with a fear that their glorious nation was sliding into degeneracy. Crime under hypnosis added to French anxieties about the fragility of modern life. But just how serious a danger it posed was a matter of intense debate.

A battle raged between two opposing camps, one based in Paris, the other some two hundred and forty miles east in the city of Nancy. Comforting assurances came from the world’s foremost neurologist, Dr. Jean-Martin Charcot, and his disciples at the Salpêtrière Hospital in the thirteenth arrondissement. The forbidding Charcot, described as “half-Dante, half-Napoleon,” had a smooth beardless face, deep-set dark eyes, and long hair combed back over his head. He asserted that the outcries over hypnotic crime were exaggerated: An individual in a trance could not be coerced into abandoning her moral resolve and led into deviant behavior. Charcot’s research revealed that there were limits to what a hypnotized person would do—dancing like a silly drunk was one thing, murder quite another.

Charcot had bestowed upon hypnotism a new respectability, rescuing it from the scientific hinterlands. Most scientists had denied legitimacy to hypnotism for a hundred years after the early practitioner Dr. Franz Anton Mesmer destroyed its credibility with his wild claims of medical success. Mesmer was a brilliant eccentric who dressed in a lilac silk coat and believed that a universal magnetic fluid flowed through everything, pulling on the tides, on human blood, on the nerves, and that he could heal suffering by controlling the magnetic currents inside his patients. His powerful personality attracted a passionate following; and his influence was so profound that hypnosis is still sometimes called mesmerism. His claims of curing epilepsy, paralysis, and even blindness were ultimately insupportable, however, and he died alone in disrepute, his only companion being his pet canary which, according to rumor, had been trained to drop lumps of sugar into his coffee.

Only a scientist of unassailable credentials could have healed the wounds Mesmer inflicted on hypnotism, and now Charcot’s doctrines on the science of hypnosis were accepted as dogma throughout Europe. But on the question of hypnotic crime, he faced a challenge. Professors at the University of Nancy were undaunted by his authority or by the sovereignty of Paris. Among their ranks was the leading expert on hypnotic crime, a professor of law named Jules Liégeois who had poured his findings into a seminal book on the subject in 1884. His conclusions left no doubt about where he stood. A hypnotized individual, in Liégeois’s view, lost her faculties of reason, judgment, morality, and will and became “the plaything of a fixed idea,” in essence, an automaton acting at the whim of the hypnotist. In such a state, she would carry out a criminal suggestion unhesitatingly and then forget who had placed the notion in her head. The hypnotic subject in Liégeois’s scenario is no more culpable than a pistol or knife; the responsible party is the hypnotist who used this human weapon to carry out his evil deed. “All conscience has disappeared in a hypnotized subject who has been forced to commit a criminal act,” Liégeois asserted. “Only he who has given the suggestion is guilty, and only he should be pursued and punished.”

The battle between the Paris and Nancy camps might have remained just an academic debate if it weren’t for a petite twenty-one-year-old with gray-blue eyes and an adventurous spirit. Gabrielle Bompard was a troubled young woman from a wealthy family in Lille who ran away to Paris in 1888. She was neglected at home: Her mother had died when Gabrielle was five; soon afterward her father sent her away to relatives and convents and boarding school. By the time she returned home at age eighteen, she was a volatile, independent-minded teenager in love with fashion and eager for the spotlight. She was similar to her mother, whom she’d barely known and who was described as “subject to brusque and incomprehensible changes in character.”

Gabrielle also was an astounding hypnotic subject. When Professor Donato brought his show to Lille, she sneaked away from home and volunteered to go onstage. She also had a secret lover who had learned the hypnotist’s techniques and kept her in a near-perpetual trance. The more she was hypnotized, the easier she fell under the powers. Dr. Sacreste, the Bompard family doctor, had discovered Gabrielle’s special skill one day in the winter of 1887 when he came to look after an ailing housekeeper. When conversation around the dinner table turned to the popularity of hypnosis, Gabrielle’s father, Pierre, challenged the doctor to try it out on his children. Gabrielle’s younger brother resisted; he just laughed at the doctor’s hocus-pocus, refusing to succumb to the powers.

But Gabrielle was another story entirely. She fell directly into a trance, deeply and fully, with a submissiveness that was startling to behold. She was, Sacreste later recalled, the most extraordinary hypnotic subject he had ever encountered. To test the depth of her spell, the doctor handed her a glass of water and told her it was champagne. No sooner had she taken a few sips than she showed “all the symptoms of drunkenness,” he said. On a subsequent visit, he hypnotized her again before removing a wart. “I put her to sleep and suggested to her that she wouldn’t feel a thing,” he said. During the procedure she showed no sign of pain. The doctor was convinced that her trance was sincere. “It was impossible,” he concluded, “to believe she was simulating.”

Pierre Bompard was won over to the miracle of hypnosis and asked Sacreste if he couldn’t tame Gabrielle’s obstreperous personality in a few sessions. Sacreste tried but his efforts were fruitless. Conditions deteriorated at home for Gabrielle, and she begged her lover to rescue her but he would not take her in. Finally she ran off to Paris with her lover’s warning fresh in mind. “You have a temperament,” he told her, “that finds pleasure in a labyrinth of intrigue. Be careful—because you will be a victim again and again.”

Within a year of her arrival Gabrielle took part in a horrific crime, and she became the heroine of a grand Parisian diversion, the darling of the cheap, mass-circulation newspapers. Hers was a tale perfectly rendered for the real-life stage of the belle epoque: an outlandish murder, an amusing and clever gumshoe, a worldwide hunt for the killers, a series of dead ends, and then a remarkable turn of events, aided by a breakthrough in forensic science and capped by a courtroom drama that riveted the nation—and the world. None of it would have taken place had this young bourgeois woman from Lille not been remarkably susceptible to the influence of hypnosis—had she not been, as they say of people easily induced, like “clay in the hands of a potter.”

Here, finally, was a real-world test for the competing theories of murder under hypnosis. Gabrielle’s case brought the top academics into the courtroom for a showdown over their jealously guarded beliefs. The law professor Liégeois argued on behalf of the defense: that Gabrielle was a hypnotic puppet who acted against her will and therefore was without responsibility. The state brought in experts aligned with the great neurologist Charcot to argue that hypnotism was not to blame; the fault, they contended, lay with the young woman herself: She was an amoral killer, and must answer for her crime with an early-morning march to the guillotine. This courtroom confrontation represented the first time an accused murderer had put forward a hypnotism defense. The outcome of Gabrielle’s case could set a legal precedent and influence crime and justice for years to come.

It was a long journey to the courtroom. When Le Figaro first reported in July 1889 that a wealthy gentleman, a widower with a slight limp and an unquenchable libido, had vanished, his absence was just another curious incident in the messy life of Paris. There was no inkling that a year and a half later this small mystery would attract the world’s attention as a sensational hypnotic crime and turn Gabrielle into the prototype of a celebrity killer.

Her case spilled far beyond its French borders, as she and her accomplice fled Paris for New York, Vancouver, and San Francisco. Gabrielle filled headlines across the United States as Americans avidly followed the detectives’ chase and later the trial, amused by the spectacle but also uneasy about her hypnotism plea. If the French courts ruled in Gabrielle’s favor, then murderers across the world would have a cunning new strategy for escaping justice.


Chapter 1

In Paris in 1889, even murder was a form of theater. And what Michel Eyraud had in mind was a brilliant bit of staging: a sexual farce full of suspense and melodrama and then a tragic denouement. Eyraud had a cockeyed sense of himself. In his invented world he fancied himself a romantic, a flaneur at his ease strolling along the boulevards, a raconteur idling at Maxim’s, a ladies’ man, a conjurer who glided like the devil between the light and the dark. And pushed to the edge, he could kill with style.

He and his mistress had acquired all the props they needed for the evening’s performance. They’d been to London and bought some rope, a pulley, a silk cordelière for use as a noose, and a trunk so big it could hold a human. They’d rented an apartment under an alias on a quiet side street near the grands boulevards, taking rooms on the ground floor so no one below could hear the thud of a body hitting the floor.

Gabrielle was a skilled seamstress, a craft she learned during her years in the convents, and for two nights she had sat by the window stitching two pieces of burlap together to form a human-size bag. He was the show’s director and set designer. On this Friday evening, July 26, he climbed onto a chair in the sitting-room alcove, with his mistress spotting him, and hammered the pulley into a crossbeam; he ran the rope up through the pulley and down again to the floor. He installed a curtain across the alcove and placed a wood chair next to the dangling rope. Here was his hiding spot, where he was to lie in wait. He pushed a chaise longue next to the alcove, then scurried about creating a romantic atmosphere for the killing. He lowered the gas jets, lit candles, and arranged cognac and biscuits on a silver tray.

And again he instructed his actress in her scene, how to speak her lines, how to slide the red silk cordelière off her dressing gown and secretly turn it into a noose. Gabrielle was the star of this show, a petite twenty-one-year-old, the sexual bait tossed before a genial man of wealth. She had been on her own in Paris for a year—about a hundred and forty miles from her home in Lille—and now she was desperate and broken, a near-hysterical runaway, a femme fatale, lethal to her lovers.

[image: ]

A short distance away, on boulevard Montmartre, Toussaint-Augustin Gouffé sat with three friends on the terrace of Café Véron sipping absinthe. His silk hat was impeccably shined, his beard was well-groomed, and his shirt bore his monogram. Gouffé was a bailiff, who, in France, was not the stolid uniformed officer known to sit in American courtrooms but a professional of a higher order: a business figure who handled legal matters and was somewhat comparable to an attorney. The man looked rich, satisfied, and untouchable.

But he had his vulnerabilities: A careful eye watching him on the street might detect his slight limp, and a casual ear did not miss his high-pitched voice and minor lisp. Lifting his glass to his lips, he revealed manicured fingernails and on his pinkie was a treasure that marked him as a target for murder: a gold ring with a sapphire mounted in a halo of diamonds.

Outside on the boulevard the world of Paris circulated: dandies and wits, mesdames in plumed hats, messieurs in white gloves, demimondaines in heavy face paint and feather boas. Across from Café Véron was the stone-arch entrance to the Musée Grévin, the famed wax museum. Inside stood molded kings and queens in breathtaking three-dimensional realism. Down the block, at the Théâtre des Variétés, the comic opera La Fille à Cacolet was on the boards. Earlier in the year, high society had flocked to the premier of L’Affaire Édouard, the latest work by the playwright Georges Feydeau, who was establishing himself as the master of stage farce.

On this Friday, the rain had pelted off and on, muddying the thoroughfare but not intimidating the giant Percherons thundering along, drawing the double-decker Impériale omnibuses. On the boulevard, as one historian fondly recalled, there was a “bedlam of noise … a cacophony of hoofbeats, whirling wheels, rattling pushcarts, cries of hawkers and the occasional neigh of an impatient horse.”

Paris was an urban carnival, bold in its amusements: music halls, café concerts, rickety roller coasters. A guidebook promised, “Paris is the only corner of the world where pleasure is a social necessity, a normal state.” Tourists expected a bacchanal, flooding in to escape rigid Germany, stuffy Britain, puritan America. To the outside world Paris floated on a champagne bubble. “It is we,” declared a French journalist, “who have infected the world with gaiety, this brightness.”

But the dark also beckoned: Paris swayed between delight and doom. Since the Prussians humiliated France on the battlefield in 1870, capturing Louis-Napoléon, annexing Alsace-Lorraine, and precipitating a bloody civil rebellion, the country had slept fitfully, tossing and turning over a grim question: Was French glory a thing of the past? The indignity of defeat lingered. The scars were written on the drunks in the alleyways, the blank-eyed syphilitics in the insanity wards, and the anxious faces of the politicians. The Third Republic teetered perennially on the edge of collapse.

The gaiety of Paris, this brightness, could suddenly go dark, as could the electric lights just beginning to glimmer across the city. And no one was immune—not presidents, generals, famous authors, or the rich. Though he looked untouchable, Gouffé was as exposed to the dangerous uncertainties as the next man. He too was dancing on a volcano. And like his countrymen, all he could do before stumbling into the abyss was to raise a glass and laugh with friends, in the spirit of the Montparnasse poet who cried: “People must make merry before dying.”

As Gouffé dug into his meal—pasta with carrots and green beans—one of his companions, a newspaperman, enlivened the table with a tale of his experiences among the anarchists. Although the anarchists were feared for their bold ultimatums—vowing to deliver “the bomb that cleanses” and “the knife that purifies”—so far they were waging mostly a war of words. Their ranks were growing, but the waves of deadly bombings were still on the horizon. The early warnings came in published manifestos and in promises to slit the throats of government ministers. Gouffé and his dinner companions might nod somberly at the threat but were confident they themselves stood at a safe remove.

After dinner, Gouffé’s friends invited him for a stroll around the International Exposition, the massive world’s fair sprawling along the Champ de Mars, the quai d’Orsay, and the Trocadéro gardens, more than two hundred acres of food, fun, and eye-popping mechanical inventions. The French were throwing a months-long party to mark the hundredth anniversary of the 1789 revolution but purposely played down the historic meaning—the overthrow and execution of royalty—to keep from offending the many kings and queens still sitting atop their thrones throughout Europe. Entertainment overwhelmed the politics: The very symbol of royal tyranny, the Bastille, was re-created not as the feared political prison it once was but as an amusement park with rides and colored fountains and shops tended by merchants in eighteenth-century costumes.

Apparently still touchy about the march of history, no monarch in Europe except the King of Belgium sent a representative to the exposition’s opening ceremonies on May 6, 1889, prompting the president of France, Sadi Carnot, to declare pointedly in his dedication speech: “Our dear France … has the right to be proud of herself and to celebrate the economic and political centenary of 1789 with her head held high.”

While his speech chided absent royalty, it also was meant to buck up his own beleaguered nation, which only the previous evening had barely escaped calamity. Setting off from the Élysée palace for an exposition ceremony at Versailles, President Carnot had ridden in an open landau through streets packed with revelers. As he moved along the rue du Faubourg-Sainte-Honoré, a deranged shopkeeper from the French colony of Martinque, believing he had been mistreated by the government, fired a single shot at Carnot’s carriage, missing the president but delivering the message of national insecurity.

The opening went on as scheduled, and the exposition supplied spectacle on a grand scale. Fairgoers were awed by the largest enclosed building in the world, the iron-framed Gallery of Machines, which was possibly the noisiest too, with sixteen thousand machines clacking and clattering at once. In modern American terms, it was more than four football fields long and one football field wide. Among the many marvels inside was Thomas Edison’s phonograph. The device so fascinated the men of the French Academy that they recorded the voices of their most gloried members so that years in the future, as a reporter put it, one would be able to hear “the dead speak.”

The exposition was a contest of extremes. E. Mercier Champagne, which claimed to have the largest cellars in the Champagne region, displayed what was billed as the single largest cask in the world, a gargantuan oak barrel dwarfing the average man and containing enough wine for two hundred thousand bottles. On July 14, the centennial of Bastille Day, two thousand musicians performed a concert gigantesque. Another day, twelve hundred musicians played for an audience of twenty thousand in the Tuileries Garden; before the performance, thirty thousand pigeons were released into the air.

The most glorious achievement was Gustave Eiffel’s iron latticework tower, created specially for the exposition as an emblem of French science and industry. It shot a thousand feet into the sky, higher than any other man-made structure in the world—so high it afforded a new perspective. “At a height of 350 feet,” said a visitor ascending to the top, “the earth is still a human spectacle—an ordinary scale of comparisons is still adequate. But at 1,000 feet, I felt completely beyond the normal condition of experience.”

Eiffel’s tower was a marvelous but unsettling lurch into the modern world, a symbol of progress but also an inescapable reminder that humankind was hurtling toward the unknown. A fairgoer standing high atop the tower couldn’t help but sense the loss of the Old World and shiver at what lay ahead.

Gouffé declined his companions’ invitation to the exposition. He kept silent about his planned rendezvous for the evening, a lark that had come his way only that afternoon in a flurry of fortuitous coincidence. After lunching at home on rue Rougemont, as was his custom, Gouffé was strolling along boulevard Poissonnière on his way to his office when he ran into Michel Eyraud, a recent boulevard acquaintance. Eyraud burst into a display of theatrical surprise over their chance meeting, then informed his friend of some news: He was finished with his young mistress Gabrielle Bompard. Gouffé had had his eye on Gabrielle and listened with interest as Eyraud explained that she was now a free woman. And by the way, Eyraud snickered suggestively, Gouffé must have realized, hadn’t he, that Gabrielle found him attractive? Then with a flourish of male bonhomie, Eyraud offered his mistress to Gouffé, giving him her address: 3, rue Tronson du Coudray.

Just the previous day, Gouffé had dined with the lovers at a boulevard brasserie, and Gabrielle had whispered in Eyraud’s absence that she was fed up with the brute, and she was leaving him. Now, to Gouffé’s delight, the breakup had come to pass.

Bidding his friend farewell, Gouffé continued on his way along boulevard Poissonnière and as he turned onto rue Montmartre, he was surprised a second time when Gabrielle herself appeared before him. He wasted no time.

“So is it true, what you confided to me?” Gouffé asked her.

“Who told you?”

“I just saw him,” Gouffé told her. “He even gave me your address.”

“Ah!” Gabrielle exclaimed. So the plot was proceeding exactly as planned. “Then come see me tonight,” she told her admirer, setting the date for eight o’clock. As Gouffé sauntered off she called after him: “Don’t forget: 3, rue Tronson du Coudray.”

On the pavement outside Café Véron, Gouffé and his dinner companions had said their adieus, and his friends had climbed into a cab to join the slow procession to the fairgrounds. “Everyone is heading for the Exposition or is coming back or returning again to it,” the writer Guy de Maupassant grumbled. “In the streets, the carriages form an unbroken line like cars of a train without end.”

While mobs converged on the Champ de Mars, Gouffé found a cab and went his own way. Along the streets France was dressed up for a celebration. The national tricolor flag decorated lampposts and building windows, and centennial bunting draped the façades of department stores and hotels.

Gouffé’s destination was a one-block-long side street not far from the grands boulevards, named after a minor figure of the French Revolution. Tronson du Coudray was one of two lawyers given the impossible task in 1793 of defending the deposed French queen, Marie Antoinette. But no legal magic could avert the queen’s fate and she—along with her husband, King Louis XVI—lost her head to the guillotine. For his efforts Tronson du Coudray was hustled off to prison.

The apartment building at number 3 was an unremarkable three-story structure, its narrow windows overlooking the hushed street. Gouffé rolled up at eight fifteen. No one saw him climb out of the carriage, no one saw him go toward the ground-floor apartment, no one saw the young woman in a dressing gown greet him at the door, so tiny was she that her head reached only as high as his chest. No one ever saw Toussaint-Augustin Gouffé alive again.


Chapter 2

At the Gouffé home on rue Rougemont, the cook Matilde Pagnon was the first to notice something was amiss. Matilde had worked for Gouffé for seven years and was acquainted with his idiosyncrasies. On Friday evenings, she knew, he didn’t dine at home, preferring to take his meal with friends on the grands boulevards before setting off for one of his amorous liaisons.

That was all well and good by Matilde’s reckoning, for Gouffé kept up appearances and nearly always was back in his bed by morning so he could have breakfast with his two daughters, aged nineteen and twenty. A third daughter, age sixteen, was at school in a convent. Gouffé’s wife had died eight years earlier and Gouffé, with assistance from Matilde and a housekeeper-governess, Marie-Léontine Bullot, had brought the girls up on his own. If he needed a woman’s embrace now and then, Matilde wouldn’t begrudge him it, for he was punctual and proper and a doting father. Whenever he was delayed, he sent a telegram informing his girls and the household. But on this particular day, Saturday, July 27, 1889, no communication came.

When he failed to appear for breakfast, Matilde ventured into his bedroom only to find the bed undisturbed. Wishing to protect his daughters and preserve appearances, she devised a ruse: She threw the bed into disarray, opened the drapes, filled the basin with soapy water, and generally disrupted his belongings; then she informed the girls that their father had gone out early that morning on business. By lunchtime, however, her façade was crumbling and, unable to keep her worries to herself, she visited Gouffé’s brother-in-law around the corner on rue de Trévise. Louis-Marie Landry speculated that after his night out Gouffé had gone directly to his office and was perhaps snoozing there before starting work as usual on Saturday morning.

Hurrying to the office at 148, rue Montmartre, Landry found Gouffé’s clerks at their desks, awaiting the boss’s arrival. Nothing was amiss. Indeed, sitting in plain view in a box on a countertop was fourteen thousand francs that Gouffé apparently had neglected to lock away in the safe the previous night.

But the husband of the building’s concierge had some curious news for Landry. Claude Joly was standing in for his wife the previous night when at about nine o’clock a man in an overcoat and hat rang the bell and came up the stairs quickly two at a time, with a key chain jiggling in his hands. The man unlocked the office door and disappeared inside. Although Joly did not get a good look at him, he assumed the man was Gouffé, who sometimes worked at night. When the visitor came down a few minutes later, Joly offered him a bundle of mail and was surprised to see that the man was not Gouffé. Who are you? Joly asked, to which the visitor replied gruffly that he worked in the office. Then he vanished down the stairs and disappeared into the street.

Joly rarely assumed his wife’s duties—he was a bread deliveryman—and hardly ever saw the building’s tenants. So Landry assumed that the husband, who was a bit dim-witted, simply got it wrong: He just hadn’t recognized Gouffé. For his part, Gouffé may have been surprised to see Joly and simply didn’t want to engage with him.

Gouffé was a legal professional who performed a range of services. Often he collected outstanding debts on behalf of his clients as well as informing the clients’ overstretched customers that their bills were past due and they faced potential legal action. In some ways, he was a more respectable species of debt collector. He had amassed a small fortune from these activities and was a member of the lucrative professional class, but he often found himself dealing with unsavory characters. To handle the worst cases, he had a longtime associate who himself had a shady past and a well-practiced talent for intimidation. Rémy-François Launé was a habitué of the meaner boulevards whom Gouffé called upon from time to time to shake loose payments from his toughest delinquents.

When Gouffé’s brother-in-law tracked down Launé and informed him of Gouffé’s unexplained absence, Launé went into a stagey display of shock that was certainly curious—and more than a little suspicious. He threw a hand over his heart, turned pale in disbelief, and cried out: “You did not have to announce it in such a brutal manner! Heart patient that I am I could have just dropped dead.”

By eight o’clock that night, the missing man still had not materialized, so his brother-in-law, accompanied by Launé, brought his concerns to the police station serving the Bonne-Nouvelle neighborhood. Local police commissioner Michel-Émile Brissaud took statements from the two men and asked the usual questions: Was there anyone in the unsavory world of bill collection who posed a threat to Gouffé? A few names were put forward. Was there any reason Gouffé might have considered suicide? None, Landry insisted, saying his brother-in-law was well-off, his health was good, and he was happy with his life, and besides he would never cause such anguish to his daughters.

Brissaud learned from Landry that Gouffé had relationships with at least two demimondaines and that he was sometimes invited into the bedrooms of female clients desperate for leniency on their bills. Of all the collectors who might land on the doorstep, Gouffé was the one a woman most wanted to see. His gentle manner and willingness to hear them out endeared him to these women, and their gratitude for a small act of clemency knew no limits.

The shifty Launé volunteered that he was well-acquainted with Gouffé’s private life and often accompanied him on his jaunts of pleasure, prompting the police commissioner to declare that to find the missing man it was necessary to find the mistress. Yes! Launé agreed. Find the woman! His friend, he feared, had fallen victim to a treacherous tart. Everyone knew Gouffé was rich, Launé said, and that he was not averse to accepting a dangerous rendezvous. “He was easy prey,” Launé warned, “and may have been taken hostage.”

Commissioner Brissaud worked the case through the weekend—he interviewed the concierge’s husband and inspected Gouffé’s office—then handed it off to the head of the Paris detectives, Sûreté chief Marie-François Goron.


Chapter 3

On that same Saturday morning of July 27, 1889, the morning Gouffé had failed to appear for breakfast, Michel Eyraud rolled up to the apartment at 3, rue Tronson du Coudray in a horse-drawn cab and hurried inside with the driver. Minutes later the two men carried out a large trunk and loaded it onto the carriage.

While they fussed over the trunk, Gabrielle Bompard appeared at the top of the steps, dressed for travel but looking tired and angry. She came down into the street, climbed into the carriage, and took her seat beside Eyraud. The driver flicked the reins and they rolled off amid a clattering of hooves.

Gabrielle was exhausted, having spent a sleepless night alone with a corpse, and she was furious at Eyraud for having deserted her. She nearly went mad in the darkness, knowing the dead man was there inside the trunk, tied up with rope and stuffed into the burlap sack she’d sewn. Though the cadaver was out of sight, the man was still alive in her mind. During the long night, she’d fallen prey to a ghoulish fantasy. She imagined herself getting dressed and going down to the boulevard and picking up a rube from the provinces. She’d bring him back to the apartment and just as she was about to sleep with him, she’d say, “Would you like to see a dead man?” And she’d throw open the trunk. While the poor guy screamed, or fainted, she’d run out of the apartment and lock him inside. Her fantasy took her out into the street again where she would find a policeman. “Monsieur,” she would say, “please go see what has happened at 3, Tronson du Coudray. A crime has been committed.” Her mind weak, she had laughed to herself imagining the look on the rube’s face when the police arrived.

Inside the cab Eyraud, suddenly agitated, exclaimed that he had the wrong hat. Having rushed out of the apartment, he’d left his own hat behind and the one he now stared at in his hands belonged to Gouffé—it was a rich man’s hat of shiny silk, and well-brushed. As fashionable as it was, Eyraud wanted his own hat. Feeling lost without it, he ordered the cabdriver to turn the carriage around. Gabrielle snarled that if they went back to the apartment they were sure to miss their train, and then what? Didn’t they have to get out of Paris—now? Unhappily Eyraud gave in to reason, and the couple carried on toward Gare de Lyon.

It was one year, almost to the day, since Gabrielle had first encountered Eyraud. In late July 1888 she was a twenty-year-old runaway from Lille, a bourgeois girl, already broke after just three days in Paris, when she went to his office at the trading company Fribourg & Cie hoping for a job. In a fine black dress and veil, she poked her head around his door, which bore a brass plaque reading DIRECTEUR; and when he invited her to sit down next to him at his big wood desk, she’d had a bad premonition.

Something told her to turn back, not to go in there, but she was desperate.

Eyraud was more than twice her age, powerfully built, and meaty, with the neck of a bull and large, menacing hands. He had the manner of an overconfident businessman. As she sat down, he ordered her to lift her veil and then stared into her face with his dark, wolflike eyes. “This man,” she would later recall for the police, “the way he looked at me—he stole my free will.”

Eyraud informed her that if she wanted a job, she had to hand over five thousand francs as a security against employee theft. She had no way of knowing that the security deposit was a ruse—the money was to go directly into Eyraud’s pocket. She told him she didn’t have the funds, she had just left her family and had never been employed, at which point Eyraud barked that he had no job for her.

But that was not the end of it.

“You’re nice,” he told her. “I’ll take you to dinner, would you like that?”

At the brasserie, he was charming, worldly, generous. He’d had an exotic life, serving in the French army in Mexico, working in Argentina, running his family’s vineyard in Sèvres. He spoke French, Spanish, Portuguese, English. And my, how he could talk! Gabrielle felt her powers of resistance slipping away. “He could do what he wanted with me,” she explained later. “He could make me do anything in an instant.”

He asserted his control over her through a variety of tricks: hypnosis, guile, and terror. The degree to which Eyraud deployed the powers of hypnosis on Gabrielle would become a centerpiece of the later courtroom battle. Eyraud would insist that he was never able to hypnotize Gabrielle, that she fought him and did not once go into a trance under his command. Yet Gabrielle repeatedly argued that she was helpless under his influence, that she followed him like a dog; and her history of extreme hypnotic susceptibility would buttress her contention.

For a while, life as a mistress had its benefits. Though Eyraud had a wife and daughter at home, he lavished attention upon her. She got hats and high fashion, a new coiffure, manicures, fine liqueurs; he paid her rent and took her to cafés and restaurants. She enthralled him, gave him the flesh he craved, and he proudly showed her off on the boulevards.

But gradually the good life unraveled. At Fribourg & Cie, Eyraud was suspected of stealing funds, and then abruptly he was out, and of course, he claimed that the accusations were all lies. That lying Jew Fribourg! Gabrielle soon found herself trapped in her lover’s twisted, claustrophobic world. Eyraud was vicious, a man like many others who subscribed to a popular maxim of the day: “Women are like cutlets. The more you beat them, the tenderer they are.”

She ran away once but he found her, dragged her home, and nearly strangled her; she bore the red marks on her neck for days. Fear paralyzed her. She could not bring herself to leave him—and besides, where would she go?

One night, she lay at his feet after a pummeling, half naked, her shoulders bruised. She hugged his legs, tearfully apologizing, begging him not to leave her. Then, as usual, she gave herself to him, and sex sealed their reconciliation. “Don’t be afraid,” he told her. “Soon we’ll be rich. It’s my duty to you—so much I would kill someone for it.”

Now, bound by that dead man, their lives were inextricably linked. Together they had killed and together they were to be fugitives. At Gare de Lyon, they got a baggage receipt for the trunk, and the agent attached a label: “From: Paris 1231. Paris 27/7/1889. Express Train 3. To: Lyon-Perrache, 1.” They were headed to Lyon, and Gabrielle had no choice but to be the traveling companion of this brute, the murder still fresh in her mind.

After the killing, he had drunk a bottle of cognac in the ground-floor apartment and forced himself on her right beside the trunk containing the corpse. Then he deserted her for the night.

At home, lying in his own bed next to his wife of nineteen years, Eyraud had snored so violently that she grew worried. She touched him lightly and he awoke with a start.

“What do you want?” he growled. “You’re keeping me from sleeping!”

His wife, Louise-Laure, told police later: “He turned over and two minutes later his breathing was calm and measured.”


Chapter 4

The Paris Sûreté had its offices opposite the Palais de Justice and Prefecture of Police, a few steps from Notre Dame and Sainte-Chapelle on the Île de la Cité. Its chief, Marie-François Goron, was a stout bundle of energy, a showy sleuth with a thick mustache that he waxed at the tips. His hair was “tawny-colored,” as his schoolmate, the novelist Émile Gautier, put it, and “cropped like a rat.”

Goron devoted himself to his work, rarely slept a full night, grabbed quick meals at odd hours (suffering chronic stomach problems as a result), and did not take a day off unless dropped by illness. He was asthmatic but kept his cigarette case close at hand. He carried a magnifying glass in case he needed it to turn up an obscure clue but never carried a gun, trusting instead in his wits and despising violence. He was a devotee of the latest in criminal forensics and an unapologetic publicity hound—but only, of course, in the interests of stirring up witnesses and flushing out suspects.

When the Gouffé case landed on his desk, Goron had his mind on other pressing matters. Bands of pickpockets, a perennial Parisian annoyance, had multiplied like gnats at the exposition. In addition to putting in overtime at the fairgrounds, the men of the Sûreté routinely fanned out across the city to protect public morals, showing up incognito at café concerts and dance halls and watching for obscenity in song lyrics and indecency in the back rooms.

But those were minor tasks compared with the latest crisis: Gangs of teenage thugs were on the loose, slashing throats and terrifying city revelers. With the newspapers hounding him, Goron had little time to focus on trivial complaints like the weekend disappearance of a well-to-do bachelor. Besides, he’d seen enough in his years on the force to know what that meant. “Many people momentarily disappear,” he explained in his memoir, “only to be found later eating frog legs on a lovely beach or at the edge of an azure lake savoring a guilty love affair, or just as likely in a prison cell.”

Growing up in Rennes, the capital of Brittany in northwestern France, Goron had been an explosive young man who realized early that he’d never fulfill his mother’s dream for him: He didn’t have the inner peace for the priesthood. This became shockingly clear one day at school when a priest chastised him for a small infraction and the hot-tempered student erupted in a most ungodly fashion and punched the cleric in the face, smashing his glasses.

Later Goron joined the military and was sent to Mexico where, as a fresh recruit, he made the mistake of cursing at a belligerent sergeant. The outburst left him facing court-martial and a grim future. But he was saved when he happened to come before a benevolent officer who chose to instruct rather than punish him. Captain Deleuze sternly reminded the young Goron that a soldier’s duty was to adhere to strict discipline and accept his inferior role within the ranks; patriotism and chivalry demanded it. Then, to Goron’s astonishment, the captain turned on the sergeant, reprimanding him for neglecting a cardinal precept of the military code: respect for your inferiors.

Lady luck had kissed Goron, as she often would in his life, and he learned a lesson in justice he never forgot. He became a disciplined soldier, rarely reprimanded during his five years of service.

After the army, he came home to Rennes, got married, had two children, and worked briefly as a hospital pharmacist. But he had to leave the job when his superiors discovered he was too generous in dispensing opiates to ease patients’ suffering. He tried his hand in the wine business, then wound up working in Argentina where tragedy struck. When his seven-year-old son became desperately ill, Goron sought every means of treatment but to no avail—the boy died in his father’s arms. Devastated, Goron took responsibility on himself, wailing in his memoir, “I didn’t have the power to save my son!”

Gathering his family, he fled Argentina and took a job as an officer of the peace in Paris. He was attracted to the work because he liked the uniform, which reminded him of his military days, and because he appreciated the military’s dedication to discipline and mission.

In police work Goron found his calling and moved swiftly up the ranks. In the back alleys of Montmartre among swindlers and prostitutes he absorbed the ways of the Parisian lowlife, learned the slang, and saw suffering that haunted him. “Little by little,” he wrote later, “I was initiated into the hideous and sad side of the great city.” He was present when young girls gave up their infants because they couldn’t properly care for them, admitting: “I had to turn my head to hide my emotion.” He arrived at the sites of suicides, cutting down hanged bodies that were still warm. He raided child-prostitution rings, bursting in upon old men still wearing their Legion of Honor decorations.

Goron saw a side of Paris that left ministers and cultural watchdogs desperate over the health of the nation. “I penetrated behind the scenes of the magical city,” he wrote, “where the outsider primarily perceived the splendor of the lights but did not recognize that the luxury and noisy good cheer hid despair, grief, and anguish.”

Although he witnessed extremes of depravity, he never lost sight of the humanity he saw in many criminals; he understood that they were beings scarred by their grievous personal lives and by the lashes of society. If a suspect was hauled in and looked hungry, Goron fed him. In the antics of the criminal he may have seen vestiges of his own troubled youth. “I must confess,” he explained, “that I have often felt pangs of genuine pity—such as have often surprised me—for men who have stolen or murdered and yet, at the same time, have retained in the depths of their souls some spark of good feeling which is often most touching.”

That was not to say he went easy on evildoers. When he had a suspect in his grasp, Goron was a ruthless interrogator. Gautier said that Goron’s eyes had “a look as sharp as a needle, penetrating, inquisitorial, a kind of Röentgen ray under which … criminals were to find themselves impotent to hide their secrets.”

However much that description owed to friendship, or a novelist’s imagination, Goron achieved spectacular success while tirelessly working the streets of Montmartre, and soon became the head cop in the Paris suburbs, first in Neuilly, then in Pantin. In October 1886, at age thirty-nine, he was named the deputy chief of the Sûreté.

Barely a year after his appointment, the head of the Sûreté, Hippolyte Ernest Auguste Taylor, an upright but choleric leader, was booted out of his job in the aftermath of a government scandal. In the shake-up, the position of Sûreté chief went to the once hotheaded youth from Rennes. As Goron settled into the job, he was noted for his honesty and for the amusing objects on display in his office. This “veritable museum” had a superb collection of weapons, according to one observer, and a “large frame filled with the photographs of a crowd of celebrated criminals.”

If Goron hesitated at first over the Gouffé case, he had ample reason. No sooner had he solved one gruesome throat slashing in March than a second killing on July 15, shortly before Gouffé disappeared, sent another shock wave through the capital. In the latest murder, an elderly concierge was discovered in her apartment on rue Bonaparte slumped in an armchair with a handkerchief stuffed in her mouth and her throat sliced from ear to ear. Her rooms had been ransacked. A servant returning from an errand had stumbled upon the ghastly sight and was nearly knocked over by three young toughs fleeing the scene.

Goron was under intense pressure to capture the killers. Recognizing the need for a quick result, he sent two of his most wily detectives on a high-risk mission to infiltrate the criminal gangs. If the undercover agents were found out, the gang members would butcher them on the spot. As the days passed and no word came, Goron anxiously smoked many cigarettes. Then one day Sûreté agents hauled in five suspects. Three of them were young thugs aged seventeen to nineteen; the two others were older, filthy hooligans speaking the slang of the streets. But where were Goron’s men? If these were the possible killers, what had happened to his detectives?

As Goron eyed the suspects, it dawned on him: What brilliant acting! What authentic disguises! The older gang members were his own men, so realistic in their thuggery they had fooled the arresting agents and the chief himself. Careful not to blow their cover, Goron questioned all five suspects hard, in his own demonstration of play-acting, until he wrested confessions from the teenagers and they were led away.

His own men, Goron learned, had been accepted as comrades by the younger men, and soon the teenagers were bragging of the concierge’s murder, revealing vivid, incriminating details. The detectives then subtly provoked their own arrest along with the teenagers, bringing the case right into Goron’s hands. The chief couldn’t have been more delighted and, after sending his men off to get cleaned up, lavished them with handsome rewards for a job well done.

The Gouffé case, meanwhile, had moved into the hands of a juge d’instruction, or investigating magistrate. It had been three days since Gouffé vanished and, while Goron had hesitated, the investigating magistrate, a tireless Alsatian named Paul Dopffer, had already set to work. “Patriotic and conscientious, he is honesty itself,” Paris court reporters said of him. He was noted for his quiet determination; he had “the steadiness of a pack horse, which moves slowly, but never stops to take rest on the way.” His job was to root out the facts of a crime, working with police, detectives, doctors, forensic specialists, witnesses, and eventually the suspects themselves, to prepare the case for prosecution. He was free to carry out searches and seizures, call witnesses, order expert testimony, issue orders and warrants. Working out of an office on the upper floors of the Palais de Justice, Dopffer had unlimited powers. “The judge of instruction,” the Paris court reporters said, “should leave no stone unturned that may lead to a discovery of the truth.”

One of Goron’s most trusted agents, the Sûreté’s chief inspector Pierre-Fortune Jaume, suspected that the case of the missing wealthy man was going to be a tricky one. In temperament and tactics, Jaume was more like Goron than any other agent of the Sûreté. Potbellied, with a thin mustache, he was known for his wicked sense of humor and the easy laugh of a stage actor. He was an undercover genius who relished disguises and had mastered a vast repertoire of facial expressions. With his sharp eyes and ruddy face, he was, like Goron, a blistering interrogator and, also like Goron, he never carried a weapon.

Jaume was concerned now because the chief had assigned the footwork in the investigation to an agent named Léon Soudais. As a brigadier, Soudais was one of the highest-ranking officers in the department but, in Jaume’s estimation, lacked the intuition needed to crack the case. While conscientious and obedient, Soudais was, in the inspector’s view, “lacking in all psychological sense and initiative.” Jaume noted in his diary that Brigadier Soudais “seems to me as capable of disentangling this business as I am of singing in the Sistine Chapel.”


Chapter 5

By the time French justice turned its attention to the Gouffé case, Michel Eyraud and Gabrielle Bompard were on their way to Lyon, seated in a railway carriage like father and daughter in an uneasy truce, their backbreaking trunk stowed in the luggage car. Whatever their complaints with each other, the pair appeared utterly commonplace; they gave no reason for fellow travelers to raise an eyebrow at them.

That was far different from the impression Gabrielle had given a year earlier when, running away from home, she rode the train from Lille to Paris. Decent young women simply didn’t travel alone; a girl on her own raised an immediate flurry of questions: Where was her family, or her husband, or her brother, or at least her governess? Why did no one care enough to escort her? A solitary girl, even in the finest of fashion, suggested a dark background: Gabrielle, alone in that railway car, attracted less a gaze of sympathy than of scorn.

She carried with her the scars of her youth, the boarding away from home, the convents, the bitter battles with her father and her governess. Her father, Pierre, was a small, robust man with a heavy black mustache and the affectation of a soldier, though he’d never served. His attention was lavished not on his daughter but on his flourishing metals business. Gabrielle’s sickly mother, Louise-Sidonie, had given birth to five children, only two of whom survived: Gabrielle, who was born on August 14, 1868, and her younger brother. At age five, Gabrielle was living with nuns away from the family home in Lille when she was summoned to her mother’s sickroom to watch her die. Very soon afterward, she was shipped off to her mother’s brother in Ypres, Belgium, about thirty miles north of Lille, where she remained for eight years. Her uncle, Émile Vanaerd, was a dental surgeon who cared for his niece as though she were his own daughter and provided her with an excellent education; her letters demonstrated a keen command of French composition and a lively intellect.

Gabrielle came home in 1881, at age thirteen, and soon discovered the truth of her father’s sordid living arrangement with the family’s governess, Nathalie Bourgeois. Nathalie, taking advantage of Gabrielle’s absence, had installed herself in Pierre’s life and bed as his de facto wife. The family’s physician, Dr. Sacreste, later criticized the scandalous arrangement, lamenting its impact on the impressionable teenager: “Her father gave her the example of the most immoral conduct and forced her to live in intimacy … with a concubine.” For his part, Pierre bowed to his lover’s wishes and, after Gabrielle’s shocking discovery, Nathalie insisted the girl be banished from the house. Within days the teenager was on her way to a convent in Fournes, ten miles southwest of Lille.

By age fourteen, Gabrielle was enormously fat and had a reputation as a méchante, a bad child. She acted out, cursed freely, and was regarded as a dangerous influence on the other girls. One day in the middle of religious class she declared that the vicar had fondled her, a charge that swiftly ended the incorrigible girl’s residence at Fournes after less than a year. Shipping her home, the convent warned Pierre that his daughter was in danger of a calamitous slide into degeneracy.

Pierre, who had no intention of keeping Gabrielle at home, sent her to board with a teacher in Lille, an arrangement that ended abruptly after one semester. Next she was deposited at a religious institution in Marq, and that, too, lasted just one semester.

As soon as she returned home from one failed boarding, her father began the search for her next destination in exile. But with each dismissal, it became harder to find an institution that would accept her; her prospects were frustrated by a stack of poor recommendations. Finally Pierre managed to get her into the Bon Pasteur convent in Arras, twenty-five miles from Lille, where she took up residence in late 1883. This was no average convent; it was a home for wayward girls and women—child-mothers and adulterers—a merciless environment, harsh and prisonlike, and Gabrielle languished there for three years. She mingled with other castoffs and learned the ways of fallen women and girl criminals. The head of the convent, Sister Marie Joseph Emphrasie, gave Gabrielle high marks for intelligence and obedience, even if she was sometimes mean-spirited. Another administrator, Sister Marie de Saint-Gabriel, said Gabrielle, who was plump and round and stood just four feet eight inches tall—was a submissive, docile girl, although she had mood swings that whipped her from genial to vicious in a flash. Sister Marie noted, with extraordinary prescience, that the troubled young girl had “a grand tendency to peculiar friendships.”

In 1886, at age eighteen, Gabrielle was sent home with a note from Sister Marie Joseph advising her father to keep a close eye on her. Pierre now owned two adjacent buildings in Lille behind an iron gate at 216–218, rue Nationale. The gate opened onto a courtyard littered with the commodities of his trade: scraps of iron, cylinders, wheels, pipes—not a soft, cradling environment for a fragile girl. The buildings bore signs indicating the residence and the business: one read P. BOMPARD, the other METALS.

Gabrielle had spent so much of her life elsewhere that she was a stranger in her own home. None of the institutions she had inhabited was terribly far away but her father never once came to visit. During her eight years with her uncle, her father contributed not so much as a sou to her education, even though during that time he had become a prosperous metals merchant and had established himself as a respectable member of the community; while ignoring his daughter’s needs, he donated to charity and bought memberships in prestigious institutions, such as the geographical society and the association for educational development.

At home, his concubine Nathalie made sure Gabrielle felt unwelcome. But the teenager fought back and asserted her independence. She lost weight, dressed provocatively, and took up with a Lille businessman named Jules who, embracing the current fad, had trained himself as an amateur hypnotist; in Gabrielle he had found an eager subject. Her father objected to her sassiness at home and her saucy displays in the street, complaining that she brought public shame upon him. Later he disingenuously told the press that it was trying for him to have a daughter like her—he had made so many sacrifices for her and paid so much for her education. He finished the interview by saying: “If one knew when they came into the world that children would turn out this way, one would break their neck.”

The climax came when Nathalie warned Gabrielle that her father wanted to incarcerate her again in a home for wayward women. Instead of accepting another round of misery, Gabrielle chose to escape. In August 1888, she was on her way to the train station, with Nathalie escorting her to ensure she didn’t change her mind at the last minute. Nathalie rode on the train with her as far as Arras, where she stuffed a handful of francs into Gabrielle’s hand and bid her farewell. While Nathalie got on the next train back to Lille, Gabrielle, at age twenty, was on her way to Paris alone.

All that was a distant, year-old memory now. Since then Gabrielle had been sucked into the brutal world of Michel Eyraud: his rages, his scams, his chameleon way of life. Now, having murdered a man, they had little to show for it: The cash windfall that Eyraud had counted on hadn’t materialized; he had nabbed only a hundred and fifty francs from Gouffé’s pocket—a gold piece worth a hundred francs and a fifty-franc banknote—and he’d snatched the sapphire-and-diamond ring from the dead man’s pinkie. The killing had left him more desperate than ever. He took on a new name, Émile Breuil, and posed as a businessman traveling by railway with his daughter. They arrived at the Lyon-Perrache train station late in the day on Saturday, July 27, 1889, around the time Louis-Marie Landry was informing police that his brother-in-law had disappeared.

At the Hôtel de Toulouse father and daughter were put in room number 6 on the upper floor, requiring considerable sweat from Eyraud and the hotel staff to get the trunk up the stairs. The next morning Eyraud rounded up a coachman, a busboy, and a housekeeper to bring the trunk back downstairs and hoist it onto the platform of a carriage he’d rented. The housekeeper, Jean Reyne, felt the contents shift inside; the sticky, wine-colored substance oozing from the bottom and staining his hands and smock, he assumed, was just paint. As father and daughter prepared for their journey, their tense relationship—he domineering, she aloof—was evident to everyone.

Eyraud climbed aboard, sat himself beside Gabrielle on a raised bench at the front, flicked the reins, and the horse set off at a leisurely pace. As soon as they were out of earshot, Gabrielle became frantic about the blood on the housekeeper’s apron. He saw! He knows! He’ll call the police. Eyraud shrugged it off. “Bah!” he growled at her, ready with a lie if anyone asked. “It’s just an animal we caught in the woods.”

The carriage with the bickering couple rolled out of Lyon and traveled along a desolate road above the Rhône River. From time to time, the horse balked, refusing to move until Eyraud climbed down and beat it into submission. The dusty route ran from nearby Millery to Givors and on to Saint-Étienne and saw little traffic except for Gypsies ambling with their dogs. Along the river, the embankment was thick with brambles and the air was rich with the scents of woodland and wildflowers. Gabrielle, emerging from a sulky silence, chattered gaily, taking in the sounds of the chirping birds and the beauty of the woods.

The carriage climbed a knoll and the river dropped from sight. At the summit, Eyraud stopped the horse and went for a look down the steep embankment: a fine spot to dispose of a body. With nature humming all around him, he worked the trunk off the platform and shoved it toward the edge. Tilting it up at an angle, he opened the lid and shook out
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