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In memory of
Robert Bloch
(1917–94),
a kind and gracious man
who always held on to
that heart of a small boy


ROBERT BLOCH

Introduction

IN 1958 I wrote a novel called Psycho, wherein my heroine was suddenly and shockingly killed while taking a shower.

So much for cleanliness.

In 1960 Alfred Hitchcock filmed my novel. It follows the plot of the book faithfully, though in a few cases the movie dramatizes or lengthens events I merely report in the novel. One example, of course, is the shower sequence. I startled readers with a shockingly abrupt murder. Hitchcock jolted audiences by prolonging it. Each of us employed the tempo most effective for our medium.

But neither the film nor the novel is a story about a girl being killed while taking a shower. Psycho is a story about the killer – a character named Norman Bates.

And Norman Bates is a character. To mislead my mystery readers I created him as middle-aged. Hitchcock achieves deception visually by depicting him as a dozen years younger. Again, our intentions were identical, and appropriately executed for the medium in which we worked. But despite the disparity in age, and dialogue changes supplied by the scriptwriter adapting the book, the basic character of Norman Bates remains unchanged, right down to my last line, and the film’s.

Hitchcock’s shower sequence is masterful indeed, but in the past thirty-odd years it has been constantly surpassed in gory, graphic detail, which Hitchcock was adroit enough to convey through suggestion.

Some of the more explicitly violent films are admittedly frightening – and/or nauseating and revolting. Many of their on-screen atrocities are perpetrated by serial killers who do away with victims by the most fiendish methods which low-budget or hi-tech can devise. Moreover, many of these choppy-chappies prove to be immortal: after meeting gruesome (and usually, quite noisy) fates, they tend to come back to life at the drop of a sequel.

But despite the miracles of modern make-up and special effects, it’s Norman Bates who has apparently emerged as a symbol of the serial killer – not because he’s super-ugly or supernatural, but because he’s seemingly just your average face in the crowd until an alternate personality takes over. He could be anybody. Or somebody. Somebody you know.

I refer, of course, to the original Norman – not to the retreads offered in subsequent sequels on-screen, or even a prequel in which character becomes self-caricature.

It’s the inevitable self-caricature element which makes many of today’s “mad slasher” films meaningless. When characters are unbelievable their deeds lack credibility. And the films (or books, for that matter) offer a series of momentary shocks but leave no lasting imprint on our long-term memory. Short jabs for people with short attention-spans.

To be effective in this genre, the writer or director must aim not for the reader’s/viewer’s eyes, but for their imaginations. And for emotional rather than mere visceral impact, it is important that the story is more than a dramatized body-count. Whatever the medium, its audiences must be led to care about the victims as human beings – and to understand the “psycho” as a human being too.

Which means that the films that endure must offer us something more memorable than a loud soundtrack, zoom-shots, jump-cuts and an endless chain of crudely contrived examples of death-by-special-effects.

Hopefully, with these criteria in mind, it is possible to evaluate the contents of this book. Fiction and films have come a long way from the standard mystery/horror offerings where the most kindly and intelligent cast-member was finally fingered as the culprit and instantly turned into a raving maniac.

Today, even Hannibal Lecter manages to keep a civil tongue in his head. It’s just his teeth we have to watch out for.

The same, of course, could be said for Count Dracula, but in the out-and-out supernatural fantasy the monsters generally advertised their identities or concealed them only clumsily. The problem with the real-life psychopath or sociopath, as well as with many outright dangerous sufferers from psychoses, is that they’re not always easily recognizable. They can – and all too frequently do – live just down the street, or even next door. Some may knock on your front door or (worst-case scenario) even move in with you.

Correction: that’s not the worst-case scenario after all. Because for some there comes a time when they catch their first glimpse of a psycho by looking into a mirror.

And for many of us who don’t necessarily catch a full glimpse, there’s always the possibility on occasion of seeing a glimmer.

There’s still a great deal which society doesn’t know about the problems of psychopathology and psychosis. Perhaps books and films may eventually impel us to learn a little more about our psychos. And ourselves.

[image: image]


JOHN LLEWELLYN PROBERT

Prologue: Screams in the Dark

IT WAS AN old building, fashioned from weathered red brick and held together with mortar that was crumbling almost as quickly as the minds of many of those confined within. The corridors echoed with the flickering whispers of a thousand lonely souls, condemned to reside in the ever-lengthening shadows that would one day coalesce and consume the building in a darkness of never-ending despair. The anaemic green paint on the walls had cracked and split as if in empathy with the patients’ sanity, the greying plaster beneath saturated with over a century’s worth of screams from the lost and the forgotten.

There were over a hundred rooms, not all with padded walls, not all with three sets of locks to keep their residents within and the staff safely without, not all with red discs on their foot-thick steel doors to indicate that on no account were they to be opened without at least three members of staff present.

Not all.

But most.

“This is an asylum for the criminally insane.”

Robert Stanhope’s eyes widened at these words, spoken by the much older, and far better dressed, man sitting on the other side of the huge, ornate writing desk. It was one thing to have driven here through the pouring rain, the huge rambling complex of Victorian buildings rising from the moors as he approached like some beast in waiting, the bars on the windows and the signs everywhere forbidding those without permission to come any further, but it was another entirely for the institution’s director to be quite so blatant about its purpose. Now, having been shown through a maze of corridors, each with a pair of locked doors at either end that had to be negotiated in keeping with the building’s security regulations, he was finally here.

He eyed the man sitting opposite. Dr Lionel Parrish’s hands were clasped neatly on the cherry-red leather of the desktop, a pale blue silk handkerchief arranged meticulously in the breast-pocket of the jacket of the blue pinstripe suit he was wearing. The man’s demeanour radiated authority, and with only a single sentence he managed to make Stanhope feel partly guest but mainly intruder.

The younger man presumed Parrish’s ensuing silence meant he was intended to respond.

“Yes,” he said, drawing out the word in a way he hoped suggested he was politely disagreeing. After all, it was possible he was being tested. “At least, my understanding is that’s what they used to be called. Nowadays there are more reasonable, understanding, tolerant terms for places like this.”

He looked around the vast, dark study, the shelves filled with medical tomes, the filing cabinets beside the door behind him crammed to bursting with case files. “And for the patients they treat,” he added with a smile.

Dr Parrish leaned back in his swivel chair. The creak made Stanhope jump. “I have been the director of this institution for a long time,” Parrish said eventually, “and I have been a doctor for far longer than that. And one of the many things I have learned during my career is that it doesn’t matter how frequently one renames something, the word or phrase one uses will, gradually but inevitably, take on the same stigma with the general public as that which preceded it.”

He folded his hands behind his head. The chair creaked even more ominously as he leaned back further, but his gaze never left the young man opposite. “Lunatic. Insane. Psychotic. Disturbed. Challenged. Different. Special. Crazy.” He seemed to be enjoying saying each word. “It doesn’t matter what you call them so long as you have no misconceptions about what you are actually dealing with.” The director narrowed his eyes. “The patients in this place are dangerous, Mr Stanhope. Exceedingly dangerous. You may have come here with very high ideals about kindness and understanding, about hope and optimism, but up there . . .” he gestured above him “. . . you will find nothing and no one to respond to those ideals, except to use them against you.”

Stanhope’s hands twitched. This wasn’t how he had anticipated the meeting starting off at all. “I’m aware that these patients can be violent,” he said. “After all, they wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

“Not all of them are violent,” said Parrish. “Some of them are dangerous in other ways. A few are exceedingly manipulative, and will have the coldest heart bleeding for them while they gently slit your throat. Others will turn you against yourself without you even realizing it. There are some very, very clever people in here, young man. Engineers who have devoted their lives to devising new kinds of torture devices, teachers who have delighted in driving their own students to suicide. We have one man upstairs who, before he was caught, managed to manufacture an entire orchestra’s worth of instruments from the flesh and bones of his many victims.”

“Are there any doctors who are patients?” Stanhope could not help but ask.

“That last one is a doctor,’’ Parrish replied with a small smile. “We do have one or two others. No psychiatrists, though, which is interesting, don’t you think?”

All Stanhope could do was nod. In the silence that followed, he fancied he could hear a very faint wailing coming from somewhere upstairs, before Parrish eventually nodded at the dictating machine Stanhope had placed on his desk.

“Shall we get started on this interview of yours, then?” the director asked.

Stanhope raised his eyebrows. “I was under the impression we had already begun,” he said.

Parrish snorted, picked up the little tape player and squinted at the tiny see-through plastic window in its casing. The wheels of the cassette mechanism were indeed going round. “Good grief, no,” he said, pushing the stop button and setting the tape to rewind. Stanhope, taken aback by this, reached out for the device, but Parrish held it away from him.

“Before we properly begin, Mr Stanhope, I would like you to answer a question for me,” said the director, his manner confrontational now that he had realized the recorder had been switched on without his permission.

Stanhope suppressed a shudder and forced a nod. “Go on,” he said.

“At what point in your own medical career did you decide that you couldn’t stand the patients any more?”

Stanhope’s eyes widened as Parrish continued.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t have done some research of my own before agreeing to let you in here? I am well aware that before you decided to pursue a career writing tabloid-friendly articles for, shall we say, the less-discerning members of the general public, you were a member of this profession yourself.” He reached into his right-hand desk drawer and produced a collection of clippings of some of Stanhope’s more hysterically headlined articles. “I know you call yourself a medical journalist because that sounds slightly more reputable than the type of tabloid degenerate I sometimes get asking me for an interview, but you are a journalist nevertheless. So . . .” He steepled his fingers and pushed himself away from the desk a little. The chair creaked again and Stanhope was no more prepared for it this time than he had been the first. “Tell me.”

“I got my medical degree,” said Stanhope, coughing to clear the frog that had suddenly taken up residence in his dry throat, “worked in a couple of junior training posts in various specialities, but then I decided that I preferred writing, so that’s what I did.”

“That’s what you did.” Parrish repeated the words slowly and deliberately, savouring them with all the liquid menace of someone who knows that they have only been given a tiny fragment of the true story. For now.

Stanhope nodded. “I’d had a few articles published in the British Medical Journal, Healthcare Matters, International Ageing—”

“Comics,” said Parrish with a dismissive wave of his hand, “and ones that don’t pay well either, if at all.”

“I know, which is why I realized that if I wanted to make a living at it, I’d need to broaden my horizons.”

“That’s how you would refer to it, is it?” said Parrish. “Broadening your horizons?”

“It’s as good a way as any,” said Stanhope, starting to get riled by the man’s attitude. Usually it was he who was the one asking the questions, he who was the one probing and investigating, causing his interview subject the maximum of discomfort to elicit the juiciest information. But, he supposed, that was one of the reasons he had accepted the invitation. An interview with the director of Crowsmoor Institution regarding the alleged mistreatment of its inmates would do his career a world of good, and it wouldn’t hurt his bank account or his ego, either. But it obviously wasn’t going to be easy.

“You may be wondering why I’ve asked you here,” said Parrish abruptly.

It wasn’t difficult to guess. Stanhope glanced at the clippings. “I imagine those may have had something to do with it,” he replied.

The director nodded and pushed them towards the journalist. Stanhope didn’t need to pick them up to see they were the series of articles he had written for a major newspaper on the alleged incompetence of the staff in large mental institutions.

“I only wrote what I was told,” he said. “Ex-patients, cleaners, porters. They all had stories to tell.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that,” said Dr Parrish, leaning forward. “What always worries me in all these articles you’ve written is the unquestioning belief that what you have been told is true.”

“It’s unlikely that they all lied independently,” replied Stanhope.

“No,” said Parrish, “but this was a series of articles published over many months and under such circumstances it’s conceivable that some of them may have got wind of just how much your paper was paying for such information, and realized they might be on to something if they could come up with the kind of story you were looking for.”

Stanhope crossed his legs, a slight smirk on his face. “And have you invited me here today to prove them all wrong?” he asked.

“As you are well aware, not all these articles were about my institution,” said Parrish. “But a couple of them were and, Mr Stanhope, I can tell you now that I and my staff were deeply offended by the claims made within them. Deeply offended. And as for the patients . . .”

“You’re not trying to tell me your patients were upset by them?” Stanhope replied, stifling a chuckle.

Dr Parrish narrowed his eyes. “Most of the patients at Crowsmoor are going to be here for a very, very long time, Mr Stanhope. It is therefore not unreasonable for many of them to think of this place not as a prison but as a home.” He pointed at the clippings. “It can be most upsetting to see this sort of thing written about the place where you live and about the people who care for you.”

“Fine, fine,” said Stanhope, once again wondering where this was leading. “So you asked me here for an interview and here I am.” He pointed at his Dictaphone. “And there’s my machine, all ready and waiting now that you’ve turned it off. So perhaps we could stop procrastinating and get started? Or are you hoping if you delay things for long enough, spin out how hurt and upset you and all your patients are, that I’ll get fed up and leave?”

“Oh, you’re not going anywhere,” said Parrish with such vehemence that Stanhope turned and looked at the door. “I don’t mean that.” Now it was Parrish’s turn to chuckle. “What I mean is, there is so much for me to tell you that we are both going to be here for quite a while. Would you like some tea?”

Stanhope shook his head.

“Let me assure you, it won’t be drugged. You’re not going to wake up in some white-walled room with no chance of ever seeing the outside world again. The thought makes you nervous though, doesn’t it?”

Stanhope stopped fidgeting in his seat. “All right then,” he said defiantly. “I will have a cup of tea. Lots of milk and two sugars.”

“I might have guessed,” said Parrish, reaching for his intercom and relaying the instructions to his receptionist.

“Well?” said Stanhope, once Parrish had finished.

“Well what?”

Stanhope reached out a hand. “Can I have my dictating machine back?”

Parrish grinned. “Surely the correct usage is ‘May I’?”

Once he showed no intention of relinquishing the device, Stanhope gave in. “Okay, may I have my machine back?”

“Of course!” said Parrish, handing it over. “We wouldn’t get very far if you couldn’t record what I was going to say, would we?”

“Thank you,” said Stanhope, pressing record and giving the machine his details, the date, and an index number for whichever secretary back at his paper would presumably be typing it up. “I’d like to start by asking you your name, and how long you have been the director of Crowsmoor?” he said, pointing the tape recorder at Parrish.

The director sat in silence for a moment before shaking his head.

“What’s the matter now?” said Stanhope, pressing the off button.

“That’s not the way we’re going to do things,” said Parrish. “You are going to have to earn the answers to any questions you want to ask me.”

“And how am I supposed to do that?” Stanhope was starting to get annoyed now.

“Oh, it should be fairly easy,” said Parrish with a trace of amusement. “You see, my concern is that you can’t tell truth from fiction, or at least these articles of yours seem to suggest as much. So I have a proposition for you.”

Stanhope didn’t look taken with the idea. “Go on,” he said.

Parrish gestured to the rest of the room. “In this office are all the case records of all the patients who are here now or ever have been here, including those who have been released and those who, sadly, ended their days within these walls.”

Stanhope looked around him at the towering bookcases crammed with ring binders and box files, and then at the filing cabinets behind him. “And . . .?” he said.

Parrish got to his feet. “Over the last few months, in fact since I began reading those articles of yours,” this time he pronounced the word “articles” with disdain, “I have been adding a few cases of my own. Fictional ones. Ones I have created, made up with the intention of inviting you here to put you to a little test.”

“What sort of test?” Stanhope sneered, not at all happy that Parrish had once again taken control of his interview.

“I propose to read some of them to you, and all you have to do is tell me whether or not you think the case I am describing actually happened, or whether it is, in fact, the product of my somewhat overactive imagination.”

“You have one then, do you?” said Stanhope. “In my experience most of the doctors I’ve met don’t even read.”

“Do you think if they did they would tell you about it?” said Parrish with a raised eyebrow. He crossed to the bookcases on Stanhope’s left and rested a hand on a battered lilac-coloured box file. He glanced at his desk, and then at the bay window behind it.

Beyond the glass lay gloomy rain-washed fields, the few bare trees battered and twisted by the constant buffeting winds of this exposed place. “You’d be surprised how much time there is to think up such things in a place like this, Mr Stanhope, and no – you are not allowed to put that in your interview. At least, not yet.”

“Go on then,” said Stanhope, realizing there was nothing for it but to accede to the man’s wishes. He looked at his watch and found himself wishing the tea would hurry up. “Read me a story and I’ll tell you what I think.” After all, how difficult was it going to be to tell the difference between a proper clinical case history and some nonsense this man had made up in a hurry, to try and prove some sort of ridiculous point?

“Good!” Parrish lingered by the bookcase for a moment as if considering something, and then moved to the filing cabinet nearest the door. He pulled open the top drawer and began to leaf through manila folders, talking all the while. “What shall we begin with? I wonder,” he said, giving no sign of whether he was talking to Stanhope or himself. “A wife-beater? A child-strangler?”

Stanhope shrugged. “I don’t care, but let me warn you right now – if you start reading me something that’s filled with maniacal gibbering laughter, I’ll know you’re making it up from the start.”

Parrish put down the file he was holding and gave Stanhope a severe look. “Let me assure you, Mr Stanhope, that there is not much laughter of any kind in these files. Tears – yes, sadness – of course, and screams . . .” Parrish paused, a faraway look in his eyes for a moment. “Too many screams, Mr Stanhope, all locked away here in the dark.” He gave the filing cabinet a pat that was almost affectionate. “All locked away in the dark, all waiting for someone like me to come along and read them to someone like you. Are you ready?”

Stanhope nodded.

Parrish looked through the cabinet drawer once more before taking a battered folder from the very front.

“May as well begin at the beginning,” he said with a smile, as he took out two sheets of paper held together with a rusty paper clip in the top right-hand corner. “How does a little whipping sound?”

Stanhope narrowed his eyes. “Not really my sort of thing,” he replied. “But somehow it doesn’t surprise me that you’d want to start with something like that.”

Parrish took the case notes back to his desk, sat behind it, and adjusted his desk lamp so he could better see the hand-written confession that began the document.

“In that case,” he said, “let’s begin . . .”


JOE R. LANSDALE

I Tell You It’s Love

For Lew Shiner

THE BEAUTIFUL WOMAN had no eyes, just sparkles of light where they should have been – or so it seemed in the can dlelight. Her lips, so warm and inviting, so wickedly wild and suggestive of strange pleasures, held yet a hint of disaster, as if they might be fat red things skilfully moulded from dried blood.

“Hit me,” she said.

That is my earliest memory of her; a doll for my beat ing, a doll for my love.

I laid it on her with that black silk whip, slapping it across her shoulders and back, listening to the whisper of it as it rode down, delighting in the flat pretty sound of it striking her flesh.

She did not bleed, which was a disappointment. The whip was too soft, too flexible, too difficult to strike hard with.

“Hurt me,” she said softly. I went to where she kneeled. Her arms were outstretched, crucifixion-style, and bound to the walls on either side with strong silk cord the colour and texture of the whip in my hand.

I slapped her. “Like it?” I asked. She nodded and I slapped her again . . . and again. A one-two rhythm, slow and melodic, time and again.

“Like it?” I repeated, and she moaned, “Yeah, oh, yeah.”

Later, after she was untied and had tidied up the blood from her lips and nose, we made brutal love; me with my thumbs bending the flesh of her throat, she with her nails entrenched in my back. She said to me when we were finished, “Let’s do someone.”

That’s how we got started. Thinking back now, once again I say I’m glad for fate; glad for Gloria; glad for the memory of the crying sounds, the dripping blood and the long sharp knives that murmured through flesh like a lov er’s whisper cutting the dark.

Yeah, I like to think back to when I walked hands in pockets down the dark wharves in search of that special place where there were said to be special women with special pleasures for a special man like me.

I walked on until I met a sailor leaning up against a wall smoking a cigarette, and he says when I ask about the place, “Oh, yeah, I like that sort of pleasure myself. Two blocks down, turn right, there between the warehouses, down the far end. You’ll see the light.” And he pointed and I walked on, faster.

Finding it, paying for it, meeting Gloria was the goal of my dreams. I was more than a customer to that sassy, dark mama with the sparkler eyes. I was the link to fit her link. We made two strong, solid bonds in a strange cosmic chain. You could feel the energy flowing through us; feel the iron of our wills. Ours was a mating made happily in hell.

So time went by and I hated the days and lived for the nights when I whipped her, slapped her, scratched her, and she did the same to me. Then one night she said, “It’s not enough. Just not enough any more. Your blood is sweet and your pain is fine, but I want to see death like you see a movie, taste it like liquorice, smell it like flowers, touch it like cold, hard stone.”

I laughed, saying, “I draw the line at dying for you.” I took her by the throat, fastened my grip until her breath ing was a whistle and her eyes protruded like bloated corpse bellies.

“That’s not what I mean,” she managed. And then came the statement that brings us back to what started it all: “Let’s do someone.”

I laughed and let her go.

“You know what I mean?” she said. “You know what I’m saying.”

“I know what you said. I know what you mean.” I smiled. “I know very well.”

“You’ve done it before, haven’t you?”

“Once,” I said, “in a shipyard, not that long ago.”

“Tell me about it. God, tell me about it.”

“It was dark and I had come off a ship after six months out, a long six months with the men, the ship and the sea. So I’m walking down this dark alley, enjoying the night like I do, looking for a place with the dark ways, our kind of ways, baby, and I came upon this old wino lying in a doorway, cuddling a bottle to his face as if it were a lady’s loving hand.”

“What did you do?”

“I kicked him,” I said, and Gloria’s smile was a beauty to behold.

“Go on,” she said.

“God, how I kicked him. Kicked him in the face until there was no nose, no lips, no eyes. Only red mush dan gling from shrapnelled bone; looked like a melon that had been dropped from on high, down into a mass of broken white pottery chips. I touched his face and tasted it with my tongue and my lips.”

“Ohh,” she sighed, and her eyes half-closed. “Did he scream?”

“Once. Only once. I kicked him too hard, too fast, too soon. I hammered his head with the toes of my shoes, hammered until my cuffs were wet and sticking to my ankles.”

“Oh, God,” she said, clinging to me, “let’s do it, let’s do it.”

We did. First time was a drizzly night and we caught an old woman out. She was a lot of fun until we got the knives out and then she went quick. There was that crip pled kid next, lured him from the theatre downtown, and how we did that was a stroke of genius. You’ll find his wheelchair not far from where you found the van and the other stuff.

But no matter. You know what we did, about the kinds of tools we had, about how we hung that crippled kid on that meat hook in my van until the flies clustered around the doors thick as grapes.

And of course there was the little girl. It was a brilliant idea of Gloria’s to get the kid’s tricycle into the act. The things she did with those spokes. Ah, but that woman was a connoisseur of pain.

There were two others, each quite fine, but not as nice as the last. Then came the night Gloria looked at me and said, “It’s not enough. Just won’t do.”

I smiled. “No way, baby. I still won’t die for you.”

“No,” she gasped, and took my arm. “You miss my drift. It’s the pain I need, not just the watching. I can’t live through them, can’t feel it in me. Don’t you see? It would be the ultimate.”

I looked at her, wondering did I have it right?

“Do you love me?”

“I do,” I said.

“To know that I would spend the last of my life with you, that my last memories would be the pleasure on your face, the feelings of pain, the excitement, the thrill, the terror.”

Then I understood, and understood good. Right there in the car I grabbed her, took her by the throat and cracked her head up against the windshield, pressed her back, choked, released, choked, made it linger. By this time I was quite a pro. She coughed, choked, smiled. Her eyes swung from fear to love. God, it was wonderful and beautiful and the finest experience we had ever shared.

When she finally lay still there in the seat, I was trem bling, happier than I had ever been. Gloria looked fine, her eyes rolled up, her lips stretched in a rictus smile.

I kept her like that at my place for days, kept her in my bed until the neighbours started to complain about the smell.

I’ve been talking to this guy and he’s got some ideas. Says he thinks I’m one of the future generation, and the fact of that scares him all to hell. A social mutation, he says. Man’s primitive nature at the height of the primal scream.

Dog shit, we’re all the same, so don’t look at me like I’m some kind of freak. What does he do come Monday night? He’s watching the football game, or the races or boxing matches, waiting for a car to overturn or for some guy to be carried out of the ring with nothing but mush left for brains. Oh, yeah, he and I are similar, quite alike. You see, it’s in us all. A low-pitched melody not often heard, but there just the same. In me it peaks and thuds, like drums and brass and strings. Don’t fear it. Let it go. Give it the beat and amplify. I tell you, it’s love of the finest kind.

So I’ve said my piece and I’ll just add this: when they fasten my arms and ankles down and tighten the cap, I hope I feel the pain and delight in it before my brain sizzles to bacon, and may I smell the frying of my very own flesh . . .


REGGIE OLIVER

The Green Hour

“NO! I CAN’T. I’ve had too much already. It’s getting late.”

“Every hour is a green hour if you want it to be. Drink.”

“Oooh! I’m feeling all fuzzy . . . So what do you want with me, as if I didn’t know?”

“Have a little more. This way, mademoiselle.”

“Where are we going?”

“To the Egyptian Pyramid.”

“Won’t it be all shut?”

“Not to me.”

“It’s dark. What’s happening?”

“Have another drink, ma petite chérie.”

“No. I don’t really like it. Nasty green stuff. What are you going to do then?”

“Drink. You won’t feel the pain so much.”

“What pain?”

“Are you a dirty girl?”

“What d’you mean? Of course not! I’m a clean girl, I am.”

“No, you’re not. I can smell the filth on you.”

“Here, what are you doing with that?”

“You dirty girl! I’m going to make you sing . . . That’s better. Now I shall sing to you, my little one, while you still have ears to hear.”

Paris, June 29th, 1867

It was five o’clock, the absinthe hour, sometimes referred to by Parisians as l’heure verte, and Commissioner Viardot had a good idea where to find his old friend Auguste Dupin. He would be seated at his usual pavement table at the Café Momus. Viardot was not mistaken. As he approached the café from the direction of the Church of Saint-Germain l’Auxerrois he could see a tall elderly man with a full head of white hair, sitting very upright, one hand resting on a silver-topped cane as he watched the passers-by with a curious stillness and intensity.

In front of him on the table was a glass half-full of a pale green fluid that looked like a distillation of young grass in sunlight. There was also a pitcher of water, a small plate of sugar cubes and a silver absinthe spoon. Dupin poured a tiny measure of the water into the glass. The liquid immediately turned an opaque milky colour delicately tinged with green. He then placed a sugar cube on the spoon which he gently dipped into the mixture, releasing the sugar to let it sink into the cloudy bottom of the glass. Finally he brought the glass up to his nose to scent the delicate herb-flavoured brew.

“My dear Viardot, do sit down. You evidently have something on your mind.” The Commissioner who had approached Dupin from behind, thinking himself unobserved by the great detective, was disconcerted.

“I doubt, however,” continued Dupin, “if I can be of any assistance. You know that I have long since renounced the active business of detection. My life has been one of observation and deduction, now I merely observe. I am like the Persian Poetess who said: ‘For fifty years I wrote poems to the moon; now I will simply sit and look at it.’ Besides, where are the criminals of yesteryear? The Lacenaires, the Madame Restells, the Abbé Guibourgs and the poisoners of the Grand Siècle? All gone.

“The criminals nowadays, like their crimes, are commonplace. We live in an age of bourgeois banality, my dear Viardot, of Second Empire insipidity, which I prefer to contemplate through a pale green cloud in a glass.” He took a beatific sip of the green liquid. “Would you care to join me?”

“My dear Dupin, you know I have strong views about absinthe.”

“Commissioner Viardot, you have never had a strong view in your life, only received opinions. That is both your tragedy and the secret of your success. That is why you come to me when you are in difficulties. Unfortunately I am not interested.”

“But what if I were to tell you that your beloved absinthe may be at the heart of this mystery? May even be in a sense the guilty party in the most atrocious series of crimes ever to have been committed in this city?”

For the first time Dupin looked Viardot full in the face. The Commissioner was glad to see that those piercing blue eyes had lost none of their sharpness, despite his old friend’s deplorable addiction.

“You have my attention, Viardot, but remember, I am very easily bored these days.”

“As you may know,” said Commissioner Viardot, “I have been granted the dubious honour of being in charge of all security and police matters to do with the Paris Exhibition. My jurisdiction, so to speak, covers an area of over one hundred and fifty acres on the Champ de Mars and Billancourt. We opened in April and though it has been seen to be in all respects a glorious triumph for His Majesty the Emperor and for France, it has not been without its problems.

“My immediate superior who has been on Prince Jérôme’s committee from the first is the Marquis de Saint-Loup, a most zealous man, if somewhat erratic. He became very exercised about the great number of prostitutes to be found at the Exposition at all times of the day and night. He gave me the order that such women (and indeed men) were to be cleared from the site. But it is a vast area! And one cannot simply arrest and deport a woman because she looks like a harlot. I have done my best, but the best is not good enough for Saint-Loup and the committee.

“Then one night some two weeks ago the situation took an even graver turn. One of my gendarmes, Ventroux by name, was patrolling the area around the Spanish Pavilion. (As you know, each nation in the Exposition has its own pavilion or area assigned to it in which it may display its goods and advertise its achievements.) It was close on midnight when he heard a cry. Immediately Ventroux went to investigate. Believing that it came from the Pavilion itself, he tried to gain entrance but found it locked. Having forced his way in he was met with a horrific spectacle. A woman of easy virtue who was known in her circle as La Brouette [the wheelbarrow], for reasons that I need not explain to you as a man of the world, was lying dead in front of a fantastic display of artificial Seville oranges made from wax. She had not been undressed, but her skirts were up and she had been mutilated in the genital area with a knife. Moreover her eyes had been extracted, her ears sliced off and her tongue cut out with a similar instrument.”

“Was the knife found?”

“No. But a scrupulous examination of the wounds suggested that it was about six inches long, narrow-bladed and excessively sharp. It might have been a chef’s knife, or indeed one to be found in any well-appointed kitchen.”

“Proceed.” Dupin, eyes almost closed, was staring with furious concentration into the cloudy depths of his undrunk absinthe.

“Naturally I immediately reported this frightful incident to my superiors and received strict instructions that news of the murder was to be kept from the public at all costs, and that every effort should be made to apprehend the assassin. But what were we to do? The evidence was so bizarre. The usual motivations for the crime of murder were so lacking. It was clear only that we were looking for a maniac.”

“I assume that La Brouette was just the first victim.”

“You have guessed it, my dear Auguste, as I suspected you would. The next was found but two days later in the Algerian Souk. Then one in the Scottish Hall. The portico of the Temple of Greek Arts was the next location. Then last night the murderer struck again in the Egyptian Pyramid. All the victims were ladies of the night; all had been similarly mutilated. The deaths, as far as we can ascertain, occurred at about midnight or in the early hours of the morning at roughly two- or three-day intervals.”

“Were there any other similarities between these deaths?” asked Dupin, who had been making pencilled notes in a small carnet.

“I now come to perhaps the strangest thing of all, and not the least horrible. In their mouths we found one of these.”

The Commissioner threw something on to the table. It was a crude little brooch which consisted of a pin attached to a flat brass disc, the size of a large button, coated in enamel. On a white background a bright green figure was seen hovering. She – or possibly he, it was hard to tell which – had on a long floating gown and the attenuated oval-shaped wings of a dragonfly. An attempt at artistry was marred by the coarseness of workmanship and materials.

“I have seen one of these before,” said Dupin.

“Of course you have! They are everywhere. It has been impossible even to track down the manufacturer.”

“La Fée Verte . . . the Green Fairy,” murmured Dupin. “It is the popular name for absinthe. Sometimes people, mostly women, wear objects like this to demonstrate their lifelong devotion to the beverage. It is something of a fashion.”

“Moreover the smell of absinthe was in the victims’ mouths. An autopsy has revealed considerable quantities of it in their stomach and bloodstream. Evidently the killer is some crazed addict of the drug and plied them with it before their deaths,” said Viardot.

“Oh, evidently!” said Dupin. “Then why do you need me, my dear Commissioner? You must simply find a homicidal drinker of absinthe and your case is solved.”

“You mock me, monsieur. This is far too serious a case for your satire and irony, Dupin. What am I to do? In two days’ time, on the first of July, the Emperor Louis-Napoleon officially commemorates the mid-term of the Exhibition. He will attend a great concert in the Grand Pavilion. Maestro Rossini has composed a new Hymn for chorus, soloists and orchestra. The whole occasion may be blighted by these dreadful incidents. Already some of the national representatives are up in arms. They cannot be kept quiet indefinitely. I have been commanded to find the culprit. Unless I do so I am ruined!”

“I apologize, my dear Viardot. You asked for help; noblesse oblige, I will assist you. Was anything else noticed by anyone at about the time these incidents occurred? Any suspicious persons? Suspicious activity?”

“Nothing, I regret to say. And my gendarmes have been most diligent in stopping any suspicious-looking person and searching them for knives or other offensive weapons.”

“Unfortunately the killer in question is unlikely to have looked suspicious. On the contrary. Is there nothing else? However slight?”

“One thing perhaps – but it is hardly worth mentioning.” Viardot glanced at Dupin, who nodded at him vigorously to proceed. “On the night of the first murder, the gendarme Ventroux who was alerted by the cry of the victim also heard something else.”

“Yes?”

“Shortly after the cries came from the Spanish Pavilion, Ventroux was sure he heard someone whistling. There was no one else about at the time, so it could have been our killer.”

“Could you tell me what was being whistled?”

“A tune of some kind, I believe. I really could not say. I didn’t ask.”

“Then you should have done, my dear Commissioner! Come! We must ask this Ventroux at once, before his memory of the event becomes totally corrupted.”

While they were driving to the exhibition site Viardot asked Dupin what was so important about the whistling.

“It is clear that the killer is leaving clues deliberately, is it not?” said Dupin. “Well, this is another clue. If we can piece it together with the locations of the killings and the other evidence, we will have a picture of our criminal.”

“Do you means he wants to be caught?”

“He or she, Commissioner. We do not know which yet. Not exactly. The killer is seeking attention: the miserable ego must be fed, and to that end risks will be taken. The killer is already caught in a net of his or her own fantasies and frustrated desires.”

As they approached the Champ de Mars, they could see the great city that had sprung up on the old parade ground. It was a fantastic mélange of nations and cultures: spires, tents, pyramids, minarets, palaces and pleasure domes, triumphal arches and temples had been conjured out of wood, canvas, paint and plaster: all pristine, all transient. That was the Paris Exposition, a miracle of artificiality. To Dupin the whole affair had a vulgar fragility that was wholly appropriate to the bogus Emperor, the Faux-Napoleon who had decreed it. To Viardot it was a vast and glamorous headache.

When they arrived at the exhibition site they found that Ventroux was just beginning his tour of duty in the north-west sector of the Champ de Mars. After the briefest of introductions Dupin asked him about the whistling.

“Well, monsieur,” said Ventroux, meditatively stroking his fine moustache, “it was something like a tune, something like the whistle one makes when calling for a dog or a cat.”

“Like a trill of repeated notes, you mean?”

Ventroux nodded.

“Please demonstrate, if you would be so good.”

The gendarme obliged. It did indeed sound rather like someone summoning a dog, or the trill of a bird, but not quite.

“Are you sure it wasn’t like this?” said Dupin, and he proceeded to whistle an almost similar series of notes, but more rhythmically.

Ventroux was astonished. “That’s it, monsieur! That’s it exactly.”

“Yes, but what was that?” asked Viardot.

“You did not recognize it, my friend?” said Dupin with a touch of condescension. “Then you are clearly no devotee of the opera. It was part of the tune of ‘Una Voce Poco Fa’, Rosina’s cavatina from The Barber of Seville by Rossini.”

“But what possible—?”

“You still do not understand? The Spanish Pavilion? Seville oranges? Then there was the girl found in the Algerian Souk – The Italian Girl in Algiers. The Scottish Hall – La Donna del Lago, based on Sir Walter Scott’s poem. Le Siège de Corinthe, under the Greek Temple (Corinthian columns, I believe). The Egyptian Pyramid – Mosè in Egitto. All these unfortunate girls were found on sites representing locations used by the composer Gioachino Rossini in his operas. And if I am not mistaken, they are all Rossini operas that have been performed at the Paris Opéra in recent years. You can confirm this for me. Meanwhile I must pay a call.”

“On whom?”

“On Maestro Rossini, of course!”

“You do not suspect him, do you?”

“Great heavens, no! He is far too old and infirm. On the contrary, I suspect someone who has a connection with the Maestro and possibly bears a grudge against him.”

“But why?”

“Did you not say that in two days’ time, on the first of July—?”

“The Emperor attends a public performance of Rossini’s new Hymn to inaugurate the Exhibition! You mean someone is trying to prevent this from happening?”

“Oh, it goes deeper than that. Far, far deeper. À bientôt, my dear Commissioner!”

Viardot contemplated his old friend Dupin as he hailed a fiacre. At least I have done one good thing, he thought, I have extricated him from his alcoholic stupor and given him a new lease of life.

Paris was bathed in warm evening sunshine when the fiacre stopped on the edge of the Bois de Boulogne in front of a villa, pleasantly situated in its own grounds. Dupin paid and dismissed the driver, and bounded up the steps to the front door with the agility of a man half his age. He presented his card to the servant who opened the door to him and was asked to wait in the hall.

Presently a tall, imposing woman in her fifties, with suspiciously jet black hair, entered. Though he had not met her before, Dupin identified her at once as Rossini’s long-established mistress and guardian, Olympe Pélissier.

“Monsieur Dupin?” she said, glancing at the card. “I am afraid I have not had the pleasure of your acquaintance. I regret to say that Maestro Rossini is not receiving today. He is recovering from a slight chill. Perhaps if you would put your request in writing we will see what we can do.”

“Who is that, my dear?” said a voice from one of the rooms leading off the hall. The door opened and through it waddled a very stout old man, wearing a brocade dressing gown over his day clothes and Turkish slippers on his feet. He was adjusting a wig of a rich auburn colour on his gigantic egg-shaped head.

“Why, it is the great detective, is it not? Monsieur Auguste Dupin? Hero of the Rue Morgue! Solver of the mystery of Marie Rogêt! My dear friend, it has been many years, so many years! Far too long. Come in! Come in!”

“Maestro—” began Olympe.

“My dear madame, you need not worry. I feel better already. Come into my salon, my dear Auguste, and we shall have a tisane together.”

Once they were both seated on either side of the fireplace in the salon, Dupin explained the situation while Rossini listened intently. Dupin noticed that physically the great composer had deteriorated considerably since they had last met at the Opéra over a decade ago. He had become flabby and corpulent and most of his teeth were gone. The famous wig looked more grotesque than ever on his seventy-five-year-old head, but the shrewd little eyes were still bright.

“Believe me,” he said when Dupin had finished, “I do not wish to make light of these horrible events, but if someone is truly trying to prevent a performance of my Hymn I should be in their debt. It is a terrible piece. Truly one of the sins of my old age. I shall not be attending the performance.”

“I do not think that, but I believe someone is trying to exploit their acquaintance with you to make a point. Do you know of anyone who bears a fanatical grudge against you, or even a fanatical obsession for you?”

“Alas, no! Those days are long past. Success of course breeds enemies, but once one becomes eclipsed, as I have been by the likes of Signor Verdi and Herr Wagner, one’s foes lose interest. In the past there were people whom I have had to cross. There have been divas of course! Ah, those delicious sirens! Those fearful harpies! There was that soprano at the Opéra, La Santelli, who lost her upper register almost overnight and became a contralto. She was very indignant about having to play supporting rather than prima donna roles as a consequence. But then, she was always insupportable even as a soprano. She had to go.

“Then there are the aspiring composers. Oh, dear! How can one let them down gently? I had one come to me, a gentleman too, the Marquis de Saint-Loup, a friend of our Emperor, I understand. It was three years ago, shortly after the death of my poor dear colleague Meyerbeer, and this Saint-Loup had written a solemn funeral march in his honour. After he had played it through to me on my pianoforte he asked my opinion and I said: ‘Well, my dear Marquis, I think on the whole it would have been better had you died and Maestro Meyerbeer had composed the march.’

“Sometimes my wit gets the better of my good nature, I am afraid, but I do not consider those to be grounds for such atrocious homicides. My dear friend, I am afraid I have been of no help to you.”

“On the contrary, Maestro, you have given me much food for thought.”

“Do not wait another ten years before you visit me again, my friend. I hardly dare admit it to myself, but I am not long for this world. Olympe tries to hide the truth from me, but I know it well enough. The sins of youth have caught up with me.”

The sins of youth! Les péchés de la jeunesse! The phrase echoed in Dupin’s mind. But then, why now?

Dupin took a carriage to the Commissioner’s office in the Faubourg Saint-Germain as he had promised. When he arrived there the place seemed to be in some confusion. In the Hall Dupin made himself known to the Commissioner’s Deputy who was glancing apprehensively up the stairs. The sound of a violent argument could be heard coming from the office on the first floor.

“Commissioner Viardot is up there with the Marquis,” said the Deputy Commissioner.

“Saint-Loup?” suggested Dupin.

The Deputy Commissioner nodded.

“I should like to meet the good Marquis,” said Dupin and, before the Deputy Commissioner could prevent him, he was bounding up the stairs, two steps at a time. He knocked at the door of Viardot’s office and, without waiting for a reply, entered.

Standing either side of a desk was the robust form of Commissioner Viardot and that of a tall, dandified, red-faced man in his late-fifties, with elaborately coiffed ginger mustachios and whiskers. His once-handsome face was now raddled and scarred by drink and debauchery, but his pale blue eyes burned fiercely. He turned on Dupin.

“How dare you enter without permission, monsieur!”

“Is this your office, Monsieur le Marquis?” enquired Dupin coolly.

“Is this—! How dare you, monsieur! And who are you, may I ask?”

“This is the Chevalier Dupin, Monsieur le Marquis. The man I told you about. The celebrated private investigator.”

The Marquis de Saint-Loup jammed a monocle into his left eye socket and studied Dupin with what he imagined to be a highly satirical expression.

“Ah, yes, indeed! The soi-disant hero of the Rue Morgue, eh? And what are your conclusions this time, monsieur detective? Is it to be another homicidal orang-utan?”

“I assure you, Monsieur le Marquis,” said Dupin smoothly, ‘‘that no one answering to your description is under suspicion at this present moment.”

For some ten seconds Saint-Loup was speechless and his face went an even deeper shade of red. Finally he muttered: “If you were not utterly beneath my notice, Dupin, I would demand satisfaction from you.”

“If I had not more pressing matters on my mind, Monsieur le Marquis, you would receive it,” replied Dupin. A cold silence followed.

“I have told Viardot here,” said Saint-Loup eventually, “that I want to see an arrest for these outrages within twenty-four hours. He may make use of your services, for what they are worth, if he so wishes. He may call upon the Devil himself for all I care, but let this matter be cleared up without any further delay. Is that understood? You seem to forget that the honour of France and of the Emperor are at stake. Good night to you!” And with that he swept from the room.

“You should not have provoked him,” said Viardot.

“I apologize.”

“Sometimes I think he is not quite sane. Especially when he is in liquor. You doubtless noticed—?”

“Yes. I caught a whiff of his breath as he went past. He too is a devotee of the Green Fairy. But there is all the difference in the world, my dear Viardot, between a gourmet and a gourmand. Well, what have you discovered?”

“You were quite right. The Rossini operas that you mention have been performed at the Opéra in recent years, but there were others.”

“In heaven’s name, which others?”

“I do not remember.”

“Then find out! Find out their casts, the circumstances of their production. Anything you can. Don’t you see? If this killer strikes again, it will be in the pavilion of a nation where a Rossini opera has been set. There is some method to the killer’s madness, but I cannot yet quite see what that method is. Meanwhile, your men must be vigilant both tonight and tomorrow night. I feel sure that the killer will strike again before July the first, the day on which Rossini’s Hymn is to be performed. One more thing: did you notice the Marquis’s teeth?”

“His teeth? What about them?”

“They are black.”

“So they are. What of it?”

“There, I believe, you have the key to the whole mystery. As yet, I can prove nothing, but a little more research may yield results.”

“But black teeth—?”

“Les péchés de la jeunesse, my dear Viardot. The sins of youth! Till tomorrow. Be vigilant!”

“I don’t do anything funny like that. I’m a nice clean girl, I am.”

“But I have heard different, mademoiselle.”

“Oh, who from? I’ve got my principles same as everyone else. There are certain things I will not do.”

“I pay in gold. Look!”

“Well, I might. But I want to be treated with respect.”

“You will receive the respect you deserve, ma fille. Have another drink.”

“I don’t mind if I do.”

“That’s better. We could have a little singsong afterwards, couldn’t we?”

“You’re a strange one and no mistake.”

“And you’re a dirty little girl, aren’t you? Dirty down below. Dirty all through. But I’m going to clean you out. Good and proper. With my little—”

“No—!”

Paris, June 30th, 1867

That morning Dupin rose early and went to the Opéra. There he spent time talking to whomever he could find: scene painters, stage hands, musicians, singers, particularly those who had served in that great theatre for a long time. Several times he dispatched messages to Commissioner Viardot’s office requesting that he be informed of any developments.

Finally he returned to his apartment in the Rue Saint-Honoré to wait impatiently for Viardot to summon him. He barely touched the exquisite little supper that his manservant Marcel placed before him. The clock in the façade of the nearby church of Saint-Roch, where in 1763 the Marquis de Sade had been married, chimed eight . . . nine . . . ten . . .

Suddenly there was a knocking at the apartment door. Marcel let in Commissioner Viardot and showed him into the library where Dupin was sitting disconsolately over a fine Armagnac. He looked up eagerly.

“He struck again last night. The same hideous methods,” said Viardot.

“Last night! Then in God’s name, why have you only just told me?”

“We found the body but an hour ago. Yet it has been there for eighteen hours at least. It had been hidden by a display of regional crafts in the French Pavilion. A member of the public, a lady, discovered it quite by accident.”

“Have you detained the lady in question?”

“No.”

“Ah! Never mind. In which part of the French Pavilion was the body found? Devoted to which region of France?”

“Does it matter?”

“It could matter very much. It could mean everything.”

“The body was found hidden under a display of wines.”

“Wines! But from what district?”

“The Loire Valley, I think.”

“The Loire! Of course! And close by, models of châteaux—”

“Correct—”

“Amboise, Chinon, Fourmentieres? The district of Touraine.”

“Yes, but what—?”

“Of course! Le Comte Ory! Then tonight the killer will strike once more, and I know where. Is your carriage waiting down below?”

“It is.”

“Then we haven’t a moment to lose. We will stop off at your office only to summon as many men as we can.”

“But where then?”

“To the Swiss Alpine village in the Exposition, of course! Pray God that we are in time!”

In the carriage, as they hurried once again towards the Exposition in the Champ de Mars, Viardot turned to his friend Dupin.

“I know that you like to keep your reasoning to yourself, but I must beg you to explain why we are hurrying towards the Swiss Alpine village.”

“It is very simple. Le Comte Ory is set in the district of Touraine in the Loire Valley. It was the last but one opera that Rossini wrote specifically for the Paris Opéra. (I exclude the pasticcios of course.) The two previous ones were Moïse (a version of Mosè in Egitto) and Le Siège de Corinth. So the last three victims were killed in the locations of these three operas in sequence. And what is the last opera that Maestro Rossini composed for Paris?”

“Of course! I know that. It was Guillaume Tell. And so, the Swiss Alpine village!”

“Precisely. But there is a further question. Why did the killer conceal the last body, a thing that had not been done before? My conjecture is that our criminal reckoned that we would guess where the next assassination would take place. The clues had become too obvious. Therefore the killer needed to delay our arrival at the scene until the dreadful work was done.”

“It seems a very risky procedure in any case. There must be something more behind it than that.”

“Oh, I agree! Dear God, can’t your coachman go any faster?”

At the entrance to the Champ de Mars Dupin and Viardot alighted and were met with about twenty gendarmes. Viardot instructed them to make their way as swiftly and unobtrusively as they could towards the Swiss section.

There were still plenty of revellers about, wandering through the strange, artificially cosmopolitan avenues and piazzas. Few people noticed the purposeful way in which Dupin and Viardot hurried towards the Swiss Alpine village in the far west of the Champ de Mars.

On arrival they found that most of the gendarmes had got there before them.

With brisk efficiency Viardot spread out his forces and the posse embarked on a thorough search of all the dwellings in the Swiss section. It was a kind of street, decked out with all the picturesqueness of an idealized mountain community. Bright flowers (mostly artificial) erupted from window boxes and hanging baskets. At the end of the street was a wooden chalet with a veranda and, set into its steeply pitched roof, a gigantic cuckoo clock.

“Stop!” said Viardot, pointing to the chalet. “Do you hear singing coming from that building?”

It was a faint sound, but eerily clear in the half-darkness. A deranged sound it was, cracking at all the high notes, half-sobbing at times. Its tones were drunken, self-pitying and desolate. All those who heard it shuddered.

Dupin murmured: “If I am not mistaken it is ‘Ah, Mathilde, je t’aime et je t’adore’ – Arnold’s aria from the first act of Guillaume Tell. But execrably sung.”

“Dear God! And I know by whom!” said Viardot.

The next moment he was expertly directing his men to surround the chalet while he, a revolver in one hand, a lantern in the other, mounted the steps of the chalet. Dupin followed him, unsheathing as he did so the blade from his silver-topped cane.

The door was ajar and they entered. Viardot’s lantern threw fantastic shadows around the dark interior, and up into the imprisoning latticework of its roof beams. Lying on the black, polished wooden floor in front of them lay what looked at first like a confusion of lace petticoats and tawdry finery, dashed and slashed with blood. It was the body of a young woman, almost a girl. The face when at last seen was too horrible to contemplate. The eyes were mere holes of scrambled dark red sinew, the ears had been severed and were lying neatly to one side along with the girl’s tongue. Her mouth was filled with bloody froth. Over this was crouched a tall man in dandified clothes, still crooning his wretched approximation of Rossini’s aria.

It was the Marquis de Saint-Loup.

He looked up slowly at Viardot and Dupin, blinking a little. He appeared to be in a dream, not fully aware of the situation in which he found himself.

“Ah, good evening, messieurs,” he said in a breathy, quavering voice. “I have been expecting you.”

By this time the room had become filled with gendarmes, many carrying lanterns, all stunned into silence by the spectacle that confronted them.

“Monsieur le Marquis de Saint-Loup,” said Viardot in a sonorous voice, “I arrest you in the name of the law for the brutal murder of this unfortunate woman and for the slaughter of six others.”

Saint-Loup was becoming conscious of his position. He began to rouse himself; his eyes flashed with indignation.

“This is an outrage! Ridiculous! How can you think this has anything to do with me?”

“Then how do you come to be here, Monsieur le Marquis?”

“Damnation take it, because you and that fellow Dupin summoned me here!”

“We did nothing of the kind, Saint-Loup, and you know it. Have you any proof that we did?”

“Ten thousand thunders, Viardot, I don’t need any proof! I am the Marquis de Saint-Loup and you, monsieur, are an impudent beggar who is about to be relieved of his position.”

“I think not, Monsieur le Marquis. Officers, take him away!”

Paris, July 1st, 1867

At ten o’clock that morning Dupin was sitting in Commissioner Viardot’s office. Viardot’s manner was brisk and complacent, but his friend noticed a residual sense of unease.

“Of course,” said Viardot, “it is something of an inconvenience that the culprit is the Marquis de Saint-Loup, a favourite of the Emperor himself and on the steering committee of the Exposition. However, there is no doubt about his guilt. I have had him thoroughly examined by a doctor and it is quite clear that he is clinically insane.”

“The consequence of the tertiary stage of syphilis, no doubt.”

“That is correct. How did you know?”

“His teeth. I told you they were black: the blackening occurs as a result of ingesting mercury. Mercury is believed to be a cure for the disease, though I have my doubts. You know the old grim jest: one hour in Venus, and the rest of your life in Mercury.”

“It explains everything. He was taking collective vengeance on these girls for giving him the disease. That was his motive. His position gave him access to all the national pavilions: his means. The obsession with opera and the works of Rossini gave him his method. Finally, he is discovered almost red-handed as it were. Thanks to you, my dear Dupin, we have an open and shut case from which not even influence in high places can extricate him.”

“So it would seem.”

“You have your doubts, Dupin?”

“I have no doubt that the Marquis de Saint-Loup is the ultimate cause of these dreadful events, but was he the perpetrator? That is a different matter.”

“How so?”

“Consider the murders, Viardot. All planned and executed with meticulous care down to the last detail. Mad but methodical. And then with the last killing he allows himself to be caught on the spot in a state of drunken stupor. It makes no sense. Saint-Loup is a physical and mental wreck, Viardot. He has not and never has had the capacity for these crimes.”

“Then how and why was he present at the scene of the crime?”

“It was as he said. He received a message supposedly from us, but in fact from the killer. Being deranged and almost certainly drunk at that time of night, he went there. Of course the killer was taking a risk, but fantastic arrogance is part of the extreme criminal’s nature. Besides, the killer undoubtedly knew Saint-Loup and was thereby able to obtain or purloin private access to the requisite pavilions, temples and chalets.”

“Then in God’s name who is it, Dupin?”

“I believe I know, but we need to flush out our culprit. If this fails then we must be content with our result. There may be no more murders, but I don’t think the game is quite over as far as our killer is concerned. I want you to do something for me, Viardot. I want you to make it known that the Marquis has died in custody – perhaps even committed suicide – and that we are fully satisfied that that is the end of the matter.”

Viardot gave his consent with a small shrug and Dupin then issued further instructions.

Dupin spent the day making more arrangements. He told his manservant Marcel to visit his mother and stay the night with her at her house. In the evening Dupin dined at Bignon’s. There he met the poet Stéphane Mallarmé, who was working on a translation of Poe’s “The Raven”. Dupin dared to suggest to his literary friend that “Le Corbeau dit Jamais plus!” was an accurate but otherwise wholly inadequate rendering of “Quoth the Raven, Nevermore!”

“My dear Stéphane, not even a French raven would ever say ‘Jamais plus’,” said Dupin, but his advice fell on deaf ears.

The church of Saint-Roch was chiming the hour of nine when Dupin returned to his apartment on the Rue Saint-Honoré.

As he stepped into his own hallway he paused to scent the air; then, detecting an unfamiliar perfume, he took up the lighted oil lamp that Marcel had left for him on the hall table and entered the library. He was expecting company.

A slight movement of the shadows in the corner of the room convinced him that he was not alone.

“Good evening, madame,” said Dupin. “You are here a little earlier than I had anticipated.”

“I saw your servant go out. I thought I would take my chance.”

Out of the shadows stepped a tall, statuesque woman with a heavy veil over her face. It was, as a result, hard to tell her age, but she must have been somewhere in her fifties. She wore a dress of shimmering silk, dark green like a dragonfly’s wing, trimmed with black lace.

“You know who I am then?” she said, her voice trembling a little.

“I believe so. You are Eugénie Santerre, better known to the world as Eugenia Santelli, the opera singer.”

“I am, or rather was, La Santelli. Prima Donna Assoluta of the Paris Opéra.”

“Why have you come here?”

“I have come to tell you that you are wrong. You, the great, the one and only, the first of all detectives who penetrated the secret of the Rue Morgue, who unravelled the affair of Marie Rogêt and many others, are utterly mistaken. You are nothing but a doddering old fool. Whatever powers you may once have possessed have been dribbled away in absinthe and idleness.

“In your vanity you imagine you have solved the great mystery of the Paris Exhibition Murders of 1867, but you have not! The Marquis de Saint-Loup who has died in your custody is absolutely innocent, and I can prove it.”

“Innocent is hardly a word I would use with reference to the Marquis, madame, but if you mean that he did not perpetrate those murders, I know that and never for a moment imagined that he was guilty of them.” Dupin heard Santelli gasp, but she stood her ground. “However, I would be most interested to know how you can prove that he was not the killer.”

“Simple! I was with him at the time of the murders.”

Dupin laughed. “I see! You were going to go to the jail, tell the authorities that you were with him and have him released. Then he would at last be truly in your power. You may even have fondly imagined that he would marry you as he had promised all those years ago in the days of your glory. But this is foolishness, madame. You were not with the Marquis at the time of the murders.”

“How can you possibly know that?”

“Because you committed the murders yourself, madame.”

There was a silence in the room. Both Dupin and Santelli remained utterly still. It was as if each were daring the other to make the next move.

“You can prove nothing, Dupin.”

“On the contrary, madame! It would be a matter of the utmost simplicity, for example, to establish that it was you who discovered the body in the French Pavilion, thereby alerting the authorities, deliberately too late, to the whereabouts of your final atrocity. Need I go on?

“But there is one thing I have yet to understand, madame. Why did you want to draw me into this business? All that mystification with the Green Fairy. That was for my benefit, was it not? Why did you want to humiliate me so much?”

“My brother was Alphonse Santerre. Perhaps you remember him?”

“Ah! The great Banque de Paris swindle. I remember it.”

“It was your evidence that convicted him. If you hadn’t insisted to the police that the clerks Gatinet and Fauvinard were too lowly and stupid to have devised the whole scheme, and that there must have been a mastermind behind it, he might have escaped justice. I even came to you, to this very apartment here, and begged you on my bended knees not to pursue the case against my brother. Dear God! I even offered myself to you. And I was beautiful then.”

“Yes, I recollect now. Vaguely. And did I . . .?”

“No, you did not.”

“I am relieved to hear it.”

“You’re not a man at all, Dupin. You’re a machine! A mere calculating, detecting machine. You have no heart!”

“And you, madame, who butchered and mutilated those wretched women in cold blood, to humiliate me and to spite and take possession again of your precious Marquis, you accuse me of having no heart?”

“My heart is broken. I have suffered more than any woman deserves to suffer. And it goes on! My brother is out of prison now, but his life has been ruined. He lives with a drab on the Rue de Lappe and cries like a baby if there is no money to buy him the oblivion of drink.

“I went to Saint-Loup to ask if he might do something for Alphonse and he merely laughed in my face. That man for whom I sacrificed so much! He possessed my very soul, but then he threw it away on a whim, and before he left me he did something else to me that I can never forgive.”

“As I thought! It was the Marquis de Saint-Loup who made you a contralto.”

“My God! You understand everything!”

“It is well known in musical circles, madame, that the venereal infection of syphilis can affect the vocal cords by deepening their register, and this is truer among women than men. Many years ago Maestro Rossini told me of it.”

“It is true. I hated being a contralto. When you have been a great soprano, a Prima Donna Assoluta, everything else is dust and ashes in the mouth. And it was not only my voice it affected. Look!”

She drew aside her veil. The left side of her face was redder than the other side. Little clutches of broken veins blossomed on her cheeks and forehead, and it looked as if on that side, the features had somehow slipped downwards. The left-hand corners of her mouth and left eye were pulled down, so as to resemble one half of a badly made Mask of Tragedy.

“So you planned to mutilate others as you had been mutilated,” said Dupin. The tone of his voice surprised Santelli, even Dupin himself, because it was not angry or indignant, merely sad, meditative and infinitely weary. “But where will it all end, madame?”

“Here!” said La Santelli, and Dupin saw that she had drawn from her réticule an elegant pearl-handled pistol of American make. She pointed it at him, but he made no move. At last he too was in her power, she thought, but only for a moment.

She couldn’t help noticing that Dupin was not looking directly at her any more but at something behind her right shoulder. A trick of his?

Almost involuntarily she began to turn to see what it was he was looking at and at that moment a voice behind her said: “I’ll take that, if you please, madame!”, and her pistol arm was seized in a firm grip by Commissioner Viardot.

A gendarme appeared as if from nowhere and put handcuffs on La Santelli, who by now had begun to scream. The screams transformed themselves into hysterical laughter as she was being led away.

Auguste Dupin’s library has several entrances, not all of them immediately visible to the naked eye.

Paris, July 2nd, 1867, a little before five

Commissioner Viardot and Dupin were seated at a table in the Café Momus drinking coffee.

“I must congratulate you, my dear Viardot,” said Dupin. “I understand you are to receive a commendation from the Emperor himself for your resolution of this case.”

“Are you sure that I can say nothing about your part in the affair?”

“I absolutely forbid it. If you do I will be besieged by nuisances requesting my services as a detective. Old ladies will be demanding that I find their pet dogs for them and I shall never know another moment’s peace. One of the few blessings of old age is that you cease to crave celebrity.”

“Very well, my friend, I shall leave you to your absinthe and your obscurity. But tell me one thing. You seem to have known from the start that the perpetrator was a woman. How was that?”

“It had to be a woman. The crimes were simply too elaborately conceived for a man’s mind. Male and female criminalities have different motives. In men it is always the desire for power, for control pure and simple. In women vindictiveness is the ruling motive: getting even. What is that line of Congreve about ‘a woman scorned’ that the English always misquote?

“In some cases this longing for vengeance becomes a mania, a disease of the psyche, as you might say, especially when it is exacerbated by a disease of the body like syphilis. La Santelli saw an opportunity to wreak vengeance both on me and the good Marquis. She almost succeeded.”

“But at what cost!”

“A cost she wanted to pay. All such killers are out to take vengeance on the world, and that means, ultimately, that they must take vengeance chiefly on themselves, for the world has shrunk to the size of their own diseased brain. But the real clue to the sex of the killer, as you yourself intimated at the very beginning, my dear Commissioner, was in the absinthe.”

“How so?”

“Each of those wretched women had been plied with the Green Fairy before being killed, so that they were rendered weak and could offer up no resistance. That implied a weak assailant. No male killer would ever have done that. It would have offended his vanity to suppose that he could not overpower a woman by sheer strength and without the adventitious aid of a drug. The whole object of the venture would have been defeated; but a woman’s motive, even a madwoman’s motive, is more subtle and devious. Ma se mi toccano dov’è il mio debole, Sarò una vipera, sarò. Cross me in love and I become the deadliest of vipers.”

“Dante?”

“No, Rossini. The Barber of Seville. I can remember La Santelli as Rosina singing those very words.” Dupin looked at his watch. “Ah! Five o’clock. It is time, my dear Viardot, for you to go to receive your commendation from the Emperor. You must hurry. The great and powerful wait for no man because they know their greatness and power is as fleeting as a fairy’s flight. I must also hurry, for it is L’Heure Verte. Garçon!”

As if by magic the waiter appeared with Dupin’s glass of absinthe. It was the Green Hour and Viardot left his friend to perform, priest-like, his ritual with the water, the sugar cubes, the silver spoon, and a glass half-full of a pale green fluid that looked like a distillation of young grass in sunlight.
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