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Scene One


 


“Show him your pistol,
Andre.”

Gilles Maintenon’s words, flat and
smooth, defied the blackness of the night. This was an unexpected
development.

Sergeant Levain complied with the
Inspector’s request happily enough. There was a long moment of
silence, as a gust of the evening breeze sifted through the
branches overhead.

“We are police officers,”
he informed the ‘apache,’ a tall young man wearing crepe-soled
shoes, a black leather jacket, with dark and frightened eyes, and a
very shiny flick-blade knife.

The blade gleamed dully in the obtuse
moonlight, reflected from around the corner of the alley by a
thousand window panels.

“You may keep the
pig-sticker,” suggested Maintenon coolly. “You may need it later,
although Andre here never forgets a pretty face such as
yours.”

“Or a pretty ass,” said
Andre menacingly, with a twitch of the gun barrel.

The youth snapped the blade shut. The
knife disappeared into a back pocket in a heartbeat.

Andre put the gun away very
slowly.

“What have you got?” the
young fellow said, with a flick of the head. “I may be able to help
you.”

Maintenon and Sergeant Levain
exchanged a brief glance.

“It is a hand-bag,” said
Levain. “We have a dead body; one with a hole in the exact dead
centre of the forehead.”

“Do you know him?”
murmured Maintenon.

The young man stepped in a little
closer, staring down at the waxen features of the victim. The
smoothly shaven, portly figure of the deceased was dressed in a
dark and expensive suit with narrow, vertical pinstripes. It was
their eleventh murder in three days. With the coming of autumn and
a full moon, and with the party season well underway, Paris was a
veritable zoo. Just a zoo—a zoo full of human beings, caged and
cooped and fenced in, cheek by jowl and one on top of
another.

“Party-animal,” noted the
fellow. “I saw him go in.”

“Where—” snapped
Levain.

It was more of a statement than a
request.

“There is a little house
party around the corner,” noted the subject with a wry tug of the
corners of the wide, sensual mouth.

He held up a hand and rubbed the
fingers suggestively.

“It pays to know these
things,” he noted. “I heard a sound—perhaps a shot. It
was…odd.”

The young man’s instincts were
aroused. He lived by his wits. Maintenon didn’t even ask the
question. He looked into the young man’s defiant glare and
nodded.

“When?” they said in
unison.

“Three, maybe four minutes
ago?” he allowed. “Something like that.”

“And you are certain it
was a shot?” prodded Andre Levain.

Forbidding as he was, he commanded
instant respect, Andre had a wonderful feel for the variegated
‘types,’ as Maintenon called them, who roamed the streets of this
metropolis at all hours of the night and day.

“Hell! Not really,” said
the young man. “But…”

His eyes strayed to the decedent,
sprawled flat on his back in the middle of a service alley between
the mansions. Some of them were still private houses, but many were
subdivided, now three, four and five story apartments with numerous
flats and occupants.

Maintenon gave a nod of the head in
understanding. It was a shot after all. It was
self-evident.

“Show me,” demanded
Levain.

“It is just around the
corner,” noted the young man. “One-fourteen Rue de la Chapon,
second floor, front apartment. I don’t know the name. I saw a
carriage pull up…obviously party-goers.”

“Who got out?” asked
Levain.

“Not this one,” said the
fellow.

“What is your name?” asked
Levain. “I will forget it quickly.”

“Claude,” muttered the
fellow. “Claude Faubert.”

“Who got out of the
carriage?” asked Maintenon.

“A tall blonde man, and a
young lady of rather delicious proportions,” said Claude. “She had
long, beautiful red hair, and wore a sort of electric green silk
dress, with about four strands of pearls, long strands…out of my
league. I really wouldn’t know what to do with them. I couldn’t
help but notice, you see?”

Maintenon and Levain
nodded.

“Cash is the thing,” said
Levain and the fellow swallowed. “Come here.”

With reluctance, Claude approached.
Levain quickly spun Claude around and thoroughly frisked the young
man. He gave him back all the articles, even the knife, which
wasn’t illegal, exactly.

“Huh,” Andre said. “No
money. Lucky for you.”

“You have an eye for
detail, young man,” said Maintenon and the fellow coloured
slightly.

Levain reached into his pocket and
pulled out a hundred-franc note.

“If you ever need help,
ask for me, okay? I am Sergeant Levain, and this is Maintenon. Do
you understand?” he asked, proffering the bill, which was quickly
dispatched to an inner pocket.

Claude’s eyes opened up a little wider
when he heard that, but he kept his silence. His expression was
pregnant with meaning.

“What’s in the handbag?”
asked Claude. “No gun, I’ll bet?”

“What, are you still
here?” asked Levain with a touch of humour.

Andre grew up in these streets and
understood some of the temptations.

“Let us have a look,”
suggested Maintenon. “It doesn’t feel very heavy.”

“Young man?” asked
Levain.

“Yes,” asked Claude with
some trepidation, still unable to tear his eyes away from this
fascinating scenario.

Maintenon studied the meagre contents
of the purse silently.

“I want you to watch the
front door of that house, and sneak back here and let me know if
anyone comes out,” Levain requested calmly.

“Yes, sir,” said Claude,
giving Maintenon a triumphant look; and without further ado, he
turned and strode silently back off into the gloom.

“Interesting,” allowed
Maintenon, pulling out his little pocket light.

Sergeant Levain squatted by the
body.

“Still has the wallet,
money…keys, a cigarette case…hmn. Hashish. He really was a party
animal,” advised Levain as Maintenon looked through the wallet. “I
smell booze, lots of it.”

“Monsieur Danton had a
wife and two lovely daughters,” said Maintenon.

“And a mistress no doubt,”
added Levain. “Prosperous. Seventeen thousand francs. Maybe a
gambler. Poor Claude missed a good one tonight.”

“I would have liked to
have spoken to this man before he died,” said Maintenon. “What the
hell were you thinking of?”

The body in the moonlight held no
answers.

“This is unfortunate,”
said Maintenon. “Our friend will not strike tonight, not with all
of this excitement going on.”

“It was a slim chance
anyway,” agreed Levain.

They were staking out the
neighbourhood, hoping to glimpse a face, to see the lie in
someone’s walk, to be there when it happened. They were looking for
a stroller with a package, or a man with a briefcase and no
destination. Maintenon and Levain had been after the individual in
question for a year and a half, and they didn’t have a name, a
description, or even a clue as to the quarter of residence. Other
teams stalked other neighbourhoods. It was a long shot, and now it
was gone. Once a month, almost like clockwork, the burglar struck.
He had rent to pay.

Their theory was that he worked inside
the home solely by moonlight and sheer stealth. He was dependent
upon the weather. The party season was a natural for a sneak thief.
He needed a window of opportunity.

Suddenly there was the faint crunch of
gravel scraping on the pavement, as Claude appeared out of the
gloom.

“Someone is coming!” he
breathed, eyes white and wide in the thin illumination of the
alley. “She wants that purse!”

Maintenon and Levain exchanged a
look.

Levain slapped Claude on the shoulder
and Maintenon stepped into the shadows by a large carriage house,
with a long line of box cedars across the back of the yard
providing shadows as dark as pitch for him to observe
from.

“Off you go,” said Levain
quietly, and Claude’s slender form gratefully faded off up the
alley in the opposite direction, silent as a wraith, and sticking
to the deepest shadows.

Levain joined Maintenon in the little
corner where he stood.

“Interesting,” muttered
the Inspector.

Levain nudged the Inspector gently
with a push of his massive left shoulder and they both heard
it.

The tapping of a woman’s heels rounded
the corner, and there she halted, looking uncertainly around,
temporarily blinded after the glare of the street lamps.

With a gasp, she strode and then
stumbled forward. Maintenon and Levain stepped out of the shadows,
pinning her with the lights, and confronted her as she knelt beside
the body. She screamed and wept, pummeling them as they grabbed
her, and then quickly went into hysterics.

 


***

 


Maintenon regarded the woman as Levain
took notes. Her eyes gleamed dully across the desk, scarred with
the cigarette burns of a million other interviews. The uniformed
police had provided reams of notes for them. They had no witnesses
and no one to arrest.

“Smoke?” he
offered.

She shook her head, numb. Eloise was
very vulnerable, pale blonde hair limp and her features showing
fatigue. Her shoulders were slumped. She had been given a moment to
wipe away the streaks of mascara from her tears. She was composed
now.

“Do you mind?”

The sound of the match flaring was
loud in the stillness, the only other noise some intermittent
typing in the distance.

She ignored him. She looked away at
Levain for a moment, and then met his eyes.

“I’m very sorry for all of
this,” he began. “But we need to ask you a few
questions.”

Andre scribbled away in the oppressive
silence as the inspector blew a smoke ring up towards the
light.

Andre looked up for a
moment.

“Would you like some tea?”
he asked pleasantly.

Andre looked quickly over at
Maintenon.

“She’s had a nasty shock,”
he told the inspector.

“No, thank you,” she
said.

Maintenon went on with the
questioning.

“So you are Eloise
Charpentier from the Cevennes. You moved here three years ago, and
you work at the insurance company, and you live in apartment
nineteen, one-forty-four Rue de la Portiers?”

“Yes,” she
said.

“And you were looking for
your purse?” asked Maintenon.

“Yes!” she
agreed.

“Why were you looking for
your purse in the alley?” asked the inspector.

She coloured slightly.

“I thought that I must
have lost it there,” she said.

“Ah,” noted Maintenon.
“Yet you did not know this deceased gentlemen, although he was at
the party. He was involved briefly with another young lady, a
certain Mademoiselle Vernier, also awaiting interview at this
moment.”

“If you say so, sir,” she
mumbled.

“Who did you arrive with?”
he asked.

“With Guillaume,” she
said.

“Were you smoking hashish
with Guillaume in the alley?” asked Maintenon. “Or
smooching?”

None of this seemed to be going
anywhere and deep in his heart Maintenon knew they were just going
through the motions.

 


***

 


Maintenon pored over the reports again
as Levain typed them up in consecutive order.

“Three naked in the one
bedroom, and five in another,” he noted. “Monsieur Danton seems to
have switched partners halfway through the night. No sign of the
other girl.”

“Yes,” chuckled Levain.
“An Amazon, the girl with no name.”

“There was gambling in the
kitchen, and charades in the sitting room. No one admits to smoking
hashish, although some admit to varying states of drunkenness. A
surprising number of them were accompanied by their wives or
fiances. No servants present.” allowed Maintenon. “Is it a club,
then?”

“A nice mix,” noted a
jovial Levain, sitting up straighter for a moment, and taking time
to stretch his fingers and wiggle them around. “The victim was a
banker, and with at least one previous mistress naked in the
bedroom!”

“Yes,” noted Maintenon.
“Interesting. We have a dead body, a missing gun and no real
motive.”

They had interviewed all twenty-eight
people arrested on scene. At least fifteen or twenty others, some
of them unnamed as yet, came and went during the course of the
evening. They were a relatively young crowd. Some of them were very
tight, and others drifted in and out of the scene on whatever
random impulses drove them. Rounding some of them up was going to
be a problem.

“And the girl?” asked
Levain.

“I still can’t decide,”
admitted Maintenon.

“It is so hard to say. We
may have moved a second too soon, but she wasn’t searching the
body—not yet,” agreed Sergeant Levain.

With a deep sigh, he squinted in the
yellow light and went back to his typing, chewing on the end of an
unlit cheroot.

“Why was she crying?”
muttered Maintenon. “Did she know the killer?
Instantly?”

Levain shrugged and kept
typing.

Maintenon stood looking out over
Seine, the lights of Paris and especially the figures moving in the
rainy street below the window. Few as they were in number, they
attested in some symbolic fashion to the psychological isolation of
neurotic individuals. All of them, he included; were trapped in a
maze of social contradictions, a menagerie of their own collective
creation, constantly menaced by the sharp shards of their broken
glass houses.

“With no suspects, no
arrests, and no clues, tomorrow the headlines will be good,”
allowed the sergeant. “Banker dead in alleyway, with seventeen
thousand francs and a woman’s purse beside him.”

“Shot! Right between the
eyes,” noted Maintenon in fine counterpoint to what was after all a
bad situation. “Crazy sex and drugs! Party in the Rue de la
Chapon.”

“Yes, and where is the
gun?” muttered Levain absently.

 


***

 


They were right back at it the next
morning at the Quai des Orfevres, headquarters of the
newly-constituted Police Judiciare.

Guillaume Le Brun sat across the desk,
looking uncomfortable and very bleary-eyed.

“We are trying to contact
a girl who was at the party. Perhaps you may remember her. She wore
a shiny green silk dress—” began Maintenon.

Guillaume sat up a little
straighter.

“You and me both,” he
said, surprisingly much
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