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Praise for A Waiter in Paris

‘Visceral and unbelievably compelling.’

Emerald Fennell

‘Chisholm’s fortitude in the face of hot-headed, violent chefs and infernal fourteen-hour days without breaks in pursuit of his goal is admirable, and makes for compelling reading.’

TLS

‘A wonderful observer of people, poverty and the French.’

Simon Kuper

‘Chisholm’s prose positively delights in describing the graffiti, sodden cardboard boxes and litter-strewn pavements. This astonishing book describes a cruel, feral existence and is worthy of standing on the shelf next to George Orwell’s Down And Out In Paris And London (1933) as another classic about human exploitation.’

Daily Mail

‘Chisholm’s story is immersive and often thrilling … He’s a fine writer.’

Wall Street Journal

‘A young Englishman’s journey into the merciless world of Parisian restaurants is propulsive, harrowing and expertly observed. I could practically smell the grease and feel his terror and – ironically – his hunger. I don’t think I’ll ever dine out in quite the same way again.’

Pamela Druckerman

‘Insane shit going on behind the scenes.’

Evening Standard

‘Edward Chisholm’s book is vividly written and merciless in its detail. Paris and its pleasures always leave one wondering about the seamier side beneath the surface, and here it is.’

Edward Stourton

‘This tough little book documents the experience of being a foreign worker, lost in the understrata of the often exploitative industry from which we benefit. It seems glib to compare it to Orwell when it’s more universal, or Bourdain when it doesn’t glorify the mess. Not exactly a jolly read, but important.’

Financial Times

‘Edward Chisholm’s brilliant memoir shows us the behind-the-scenes chaos, but also lets us tour nocturnal Paris and the strange characters he meets. This is a fascinating book, full of anecdotes that would sound far-fetched in a work of fiction, but that are all absolutely true.’

Woman & Home
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In memory of Robert Lequand




‘Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life.’

– Oscar Wilde

‘All you need to make a movie is a girl and a gun.’

– Jean-Luc Godard




Author’s Note
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Paris has no shortage of beautiful buildings. But its libraries are some of the most magnificent in the world. Armed with a card, you can get into almost all of them.

Take the Bibliothèque Historique in the Hôtel de Ville, with its high vaulted ceilings, balustrades, green reading lamps and leather chairs. A few wrong turns through doors you aren’t meant to open, and suddenly you are in the administrative heart of the city – the headquarters of the Revolution and the Paris Commune.

Then there’s the Salle Labrouste at the Bibliothèque Richelieu – arguably the most beautiful reading room in Europe. And countless others, frequented by good-looking students who stand outside smoking and looking serious with a well-thumbed paperback. This is the gilded Paris.

But with this city, there’s always another side.

There’s one library no one seems to visit: a squat, concrete bunker in the 5th arrondissement, just a few blocks from where Hemingway once lived. The Bibliothèque des Littératures Policières – Europe’s largest archive dedicated to crime, espionage and murder. That’s where I spent most of my twenties. I liked the silence. I liked the books. The shelves felt heavy with stories from the city’s underbelly.

One afternoon, drifting between shelves – procrastinating from whatever freelance job I was supposed to be doing – I pulled down an old folder. Inside was a bundle of yellowing newspaper clippings, and each one bore the same headline: L’Affaire Markovic.

This is a true story.

The events you are about to read are extraordinary. At times, they may seem too cinematic or too perfectly plotted to be real, but they are. That was part of what drew me in. A corpse in a plastic sheet. A legendary film star. A prime minister’s wife. Blackmail, gangsters, orgies, Cold War spies. Even the French police couldn’t believe what they were uncovering.

Every scene, character and claim in this book is grounded in fact. The result of years of research, it draws on thousands of pages of French police and intelligence documents, depositions, surveillance reports, press clippings, biographies and interviews with those directly involved. I worked almost exclusively with French-language sources. All translations are my own. To my knowledge, this is the first time the Markovic Affair has been written about so comprehensively in English.

The volume of material was colossal. One historian estimated the archive at five tons. What staggered me, as a writer, was the detail; it was dense, precise, yet often contradictory. The archives don’t just outline a murder investigation; they evoke a lost world: meals eaten, bars visited, clothing worn, weather endured, cigarettes smoked, cars driven and guns, well, fired. I haven’t imagined these things. I found them. What I’ve done is arrange the fragments into a narrative.

I’ve been careful not to invent what wasn’t there. I have never put words in anyone’s mouth that could distort the facts – though, for clarity, some things may have been said on a different day than the one portrayed, because the character has expressed their viewpoint more articulately in an alternative source: the principals found themselves being interviewed many times, not just by the police but by the media too.

These instances I have used sparingly, and they are always drawn from contemporary testimony, not hindsight recollections offered decades later.

Where gaps in the record existed – and there were many – I’ve used informed judgement to bridge them, always rooted in the evidence and the psychology of those involved. Of course, some of the cigarettes smoked, coffees sipped or sidelong glances thrown may not have occurred exactly as described, but they do not alter the outcome.

To keep the narrative immersive, I have avoided academic footnotes and in-text citations. For those interested in exploring further, there’s a list of sources and an extensive bibliography at the back.

This is not a traditional history book. It is a work of narrative non-fiction, built from the record but shaped like a novel – an attempt to reconstruct a lost world and chart the emotional, psychological and political terrain beneath the headlines.

No prior knowledge of Alain Delon, French cinema or post-war French politics is required. But if you are curious, I’ve included a film list at the back of the book. And if you were to watch only three Delon films before or during the reading of this book, let them be Plein Soleil, Le Samouraï and La Piscine.

Any errors, omissions or misinterpretations are entirely my own.

Edward Chisholm

Lausanne, 15 July 2025




Introduction
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As a waiter, and later barman, most of the Paris I knew was nocturnal. A city of bouncers, sex workers, drug dealers, pimps, waiters, cooks, petty criminals and, in the shadows, those of a more serious variety. Whether you were serving them, brushing past them in the stairwell of whatever forgotten building you were living in, or crossing paths on the long walk home, these people made up the tapestry of the night. Although I swam at a much shallower depth, it was the same pond. Maybe that’s where the sense of affinity comes from. Affinity – but also fascination.

In my previous book A Waiter in Paris I wrote about the hidden world of Parisian restaurants. It was a book about waiters, but at its heart it was a book about Paris. The great city of the 20th century. A place that beguiles the imagination like nowhere else. Immortalized in art, revolution and fiction, history in Paris doesn’t so much linger around you as insist on being heard. At any moment, you might find yourself walking through a Gustave Caillebotte painting, across the site of a Resistance shootout or ducking into a brasserie in the imagined footsteps of Jake Barnes or Inspector Maigret.

With Paris, more than anywhere, there are always two versions: the lived and the imagined. My other window into the city’s soul came through books. The grubby urban existence portrayed by the likes of Balzac, Hugo, Zola. Then later, the Paris of Simenon – noir Paris, with dirty snow, dubious characters and dive bars where people went to disappear.

But it was cinema that really got me. The cool detachment of the New Wave. The sharp-edged thrillers of the 1960s. The 1950s gangster flicks. The spectacle, the style, the sheer existential detachment that coursed through them.

To me, that was Paris: cobbled streets, misty canals, bistros and stairwells, train stations at dusk and nightclubs at dawn, hitmen with fedoras, jazz bars, crooked cops, prison escapes, bank jobs and final shootouts at some farmhouse just outside the city.

The beauty of Paris is that the cinematic version overlays the real one like a double exposure. You’re in the film, with the same streets, same cafés, even the same faces. Only the storefronts and overcoats have changed. And the traffic’s worse.

But I always wanted to know whether any of it had been real – the honour, the glamour, the codes of silence.

And that’s when I found Stevan Markovic.




Prologue

The Body, 1968




Found
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1 October 1968 – Élancourt, Southwest Paris

The body is found by accident at first light. It’s a wet morning with a low gun-metal sky. Jean H. is what the French call an SDF – sans domicile fixe, no fixed abode – living in abandoned farm buildings just outside the village of Élancourt, beyond Versailles.

That morning, Jean dresses in his usual gear: flat cap, heavy work boots, striped trousers and a faded bleu de travail jacket. He plans to walk over to the next village, Les Gâtines. He takes the Route Départementale 58, a narrow road that cuts through dense forest, marked by white-painted posts every few metres to stop drivers careering off at night. Dark and remote, the RD58 is well known for fly-tipping.

There’s a bend in the road where the bank drops sharply – 30 metres or more – down into a tangle of undergrowth, bushes, branches and debris. At the bottom is God knows what. It’s inaccessible by foot.

Jean makes his living collecting scrap – anything sellable from the roadside. That’s what draws his eye. That’s why, despite the drizzle and the grey light beneath the canopy, he notices the sack caught in the brush. He kneels and slits it open with his pocketknife. It’s two sacks: an outer one of hessian, and inside, a plastic sheet. As he peels them apart, he finds not scrap, but a man’s torso – the wool jumper pulled up to reveal a pale stomach. Jean recoils and hurries to the next village.

At 10.10am, Jean returns in a car with two gendarmes. They locate the sack and begin opening it in front of him. Despite the grim scene, he cannot look away. The head is exposed first. Or what’s left of it. The base of the skull is smashed. The jaw hangs loose. The nose is broken. The cheeks burst.

Jean stares. Sick with it.

Once the body is fully uncovered, one gendarme takes notes as the other dictates:

– Male

– Approximately 1m 78

– Aged between 30 and 35

– Dark blond hair, green eyes, strong, athletic build

– No signs of injuries on the body, nor any signs of a struggle. Odd for such a powerful-looking man.

– No shoes. No watch. No wallet.

One of the gendarmes picks up a hand, scrutinizes it.

‘These aren’t the hands of a labourer,’ he says.

Jean glances at his own, thick-skinned and calloused.

‘What do you think happened?’ he asks.

The other gendarme shrugs.

‘A dispute gone wrong, maybe. Something between drifters.’

They confer over the cause of death. The conclusion: beaten about the head with a heavy object.

Jean shifts uneasily.

‘We’ll need you to come down to the station.’

A sweep of the area reveals nothing else. The body is taken to the hospital for an autopsy.

At the police station, Jean repeats his story. How he found it. Where. When. Then he adds:

‘Actually – I think I saw it maybe a day or two earlier. I’m not sure. I remember there were a pair of shoes on the ground, that’s what caught my eye.’

The gendarmes return to the scene. No shoes. Jean is let go. Given leave to return to his transient daily life. The police say they’ll be in touch.

The body, it’s concluded, was likely dumped at night. And the person – or people – responsible were in a rush. Had it not got caught in the branches, it would have rolled down the hill and disappeared. Possibly for ever.

Reading the local police reports from the time, that’s the detail that stays with me. If the body had rolled down that hill – if no one had found it – there would have been no headlines, no scandal, no affair. Just another missing man.

But that’s how these stories start.

Not with a clue.

With a mistake.

As the body falls under the jurisdiction of Versailles, the affair is assigned to local investigating judge René Patard. A corpulent man, desk-bound in build, of average height, with closely cropped brown hair and a penchant for smoking pipes. The sort of character you’d find in a Simenon roman dur.

Patard works out of a small office tucked above a courtyard annex of the Versailles Palais de Justice. He had previously worked as a magistrate in Algeria. But like many pieds-noirs – Algerian-born French – he’d returned to France after independence in 1962.

The case lands on his desk by chance. He’s covering for a colleague when the file arrives. A minor affair, they assure him. It’ll be closed in weeks.

As a result, Patard does not go down to the crime scene.

Nor does he attend the autopsy.

The morgue in the Versailles hospital, like all morgues, smells of death. It’s a very particular smell. It clings to your clothes, your skin, your hair – long after you’ve left.

The body lies on a marble table, a wooden brace supporting the neck. A description of the clothes is taken: light brown shirt, navy-blue jumper, grey trousers. All English made. All expensive.

The slightly bloated face stares blankly at the ceiling. The two doctors on duty – Bailly and Lecoeur – note the lesions to the face and the smashed nose. The skull is a dark, pulpy mess of battered and bruised flesh from which shattered bone is visible below the hair, having forced itself through the skin.

Stuffed in the mouth is a cotton ball, soaked through with the victim’s blood.

Le Monde

3 October 1968

The body of a man wrapped in a plastic sheet was discovered in a ravine near Élancourt (Yvelines). Aged between 30 and 40, the victim was found with a deep head wound which, the autopsy confirmed, is the cause of death. An investigation is under way.




Piscine
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[image: Alain Delon lies on his back in the sun next to the edge of a swimming pool, his face turned to the camera, and wearing a pair of sunglasses.]
Alain Delon on the set of La Piscine, August 1968.

2 October 1968 – Saint-Tropez

The actor lies still. Eyes closed. Waiting for the signal.

‘Silence sur le plateau …!’ shouts director Jacques Deray.

The crew falls quiet. A silence descends upon the Saint-Tropez villa. Just the clicking of the cicadas, drunk on the late-summer heat in the scrubland surrounding the azure pool. Thick cables everywhere. Lighting rigs. Flight cases.

‘… Moteur … Ça tourne …’ calls the assistant director.

The camera motors fire up, a soft clicking as the film turning on the reels gets up to speed. The entire crew poised, ready …

‘Et … action!’

The camera pans slowly across the glimmering, phosphorescent surface of the swimming pool until, languidly, it finds him: bronzed, lean, 33. Reclined by the water. Dark hair resting on hot sandstone slabs. A glass of orange juice perched on his belly, rising and falling with his breath.

His other hand toys with the water’s surface. Delicately it is withdrawn. Glistening droplets run the length of his fingers and drip sensuously onto his face, revealing to the camera for the first time one of the most famous men in the world. Not Narcissus, but something colder, l’homme fatal.

Nonchalantly, from being mesmerized by the water’s surface and his own reflection, he turns his head towards the sky, raises the glass from his chest and pours the juice into his mouth, slow and sensual.

‘And … cut!’

He doesn’t move.

Dark glasses on. Eyes closed. Pinned to the tiles by the late-summer heat. The remnants of the orange juice drying on his tanned skin.

His hand returns to the water.

He is, for now, untouchable. At the height of his powers.

‘The most beautiful man in the world.’

Once the initial observations are complete, the two forensic pathologists begin the next phase of the autopsy. They make a clean incision across the scalp and peel the skin down on either side, revealing the smashed cranium beneath. The top of the skull is sawn off, the brain removed. Next, they open the torso, slicing through the abdomen to extract the vital organs. No major anomalies, except the liver. Enlarged, discoloured. Consistent with long-term alcohol abuse.

Once the examination is complete, the organs, including the brain, are placed back in the body cavity. The skull is reassembled; the skin pulled back into place and stitched at the crown. Fingerprints are taken and sent to the central police archives in Paris. The man still has no name.

Based on decomposition, the doctors estimate the time of death to be a week earlier, most likely during the night of 22 to 23 September. In their report, they write plainly: the skull had ‘completely collapsed in’. Cause of death: blunt force trauma to the head with a heavy object. The theory holds – for now – that it was a fight, something that got out of hand.

They sign the paperwork. The report is dispatched to the investigating judge.

To Patard.

Patard reads the autopsy report and gives the photographs a cursory glance. He can’t place it, but something feels off.

It’s the hands that catch his eye. Everyone insists the victim is a vagabond. But how many vagabonds have manicured nails?

The next day, a fingerprint match comes through. The deceased is one Stevan Markovic. Thirty-one years old. Born in Belgrade, 1937. The same prints first appear on records in 1958, when this man applied for political asylum in Paris. Then again:

Prison in Chambéry, 1962

La Santé, Paris, 1965

Namur, Belgium, 1964

Annecy, 1967

His last registered address? 22 Avenue de Messine, in the prestigious 8th arrondissement on the Rive Droit. A stone’s throw and the quartier of the Elysée Palace.

This isn’t a fight between vagabonds.

Then another twist. When cross-referenced, it would appear that 22 Avenue de Messine is also home to a famous actor: Alain Delon.

A file arrives from the Brigade Mondaine – the Paris vice squad. Technically tasked with investigating moral crimes, the Mondaine is unofficially tasked with monitoring the rich.

Patard flicks through their dossier on Delon, it’s only a few pages long; a couple of minor run-ins with the law. But then there are the photos: Delon with known gangsters, Corsicans, men who once fought for the Resistance and now run rackets out of Pigalle or control the ports in Marseille.

Who exactly is this Delon? Patard wonders. He calls in two detectives.

‘Go to Avenue de Messine,’ he says. ‘Interview Delon. Find out who this man was to him.’

‘Alain Delon?’

‘Yes. Alain Delon.’

‘You know who he is?’

‘An actor, yes,’ Patard replies.

The detectives stand there, open-mouthed.

‘Right,’ Patard says. ‘Let me know what you find.’

Patard glances at the paperwork again. The residency permit lists the dead man as a political refugee. Occupation: doublure – a stand-in. A stand-in, it would seem, for Alain Delon.

Unlike the two detectives, Patard isn’t impressed. He’s never seen a Delon film. Doesn’t plan to. But something tells him – this case is about to get complicated.




Messine
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[image: The façade of a traditional Parisian stone building with four floors, on the corner of Avenue des Messines. The main door has a stone surround, the ground floor windows are blocked up and the upper floor windows are shuttered.]
Author’s photo of 22 Avenue de Messine, Paris.

2 October 1968 – Paris

The wipers sweep across the windscreen, revealing a brief glimpse of the wide Avenue de Messine, leading up towards the wrought-iron gates of Parc Monceau.

On the radio: The death of the painter Marcel Duchamp … General de Gaulle supports a UN resolution condemning the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia … Foreign Minister Michel Debré reaffirms France’s commitment to European stability …And at number one in the charts: ‘Monia’, sung in French by Swedish playboy Peter Holm.

‘There it is, number 22,’ one of the detectives says, pointing.

The façade is imposing. A 19th-century stone mansion, three storeys high, perched on the corner of Avenue de Messine and the quieter Rue de la Bienfaisance, where there’s a second, service entrance.

They ring the bell. It echoes through the cavernous townhouse.

Eventually, the door opens. Georges Beaume appears – Delon’s flamboyant impresario and long-time manager. The man partly responsible for the actor’s meteoric rise. He’d spotted him at the Cannes Film Festival in ’57, back when Delon was still a nobody. But Delon had that effect – on men, on women. A beauty that threw people off balance. Made them do things.

The two detectives flash their ID.

‘We’d like to speak with Monsieur Delon.’

Beaume hesitates. ‘He’s not here.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Saint-Tropez. Filming. Why? What’s this about?’

On set, the cameras have moved onto the next shot. Delon’s co-star – Romy Schneider, his former fiancée – will soon join him by the pool. Delon, always in character – for he is his characters – remains lying there. Behind the Vuarnet glasses his eyes are still closed. The remnants of the orange juice still drying on his tanned skin. A dark star with the world of cinema turning around him.

‘Monsieur Delon?’

One of the runners has appeared, their presence casting a shadow across the icon’s face.

‘What?’

‘Telephone. It’s your manager. Says it’s urgent.’

You can hear the fear. Delon has a reputation. Light and dark. One minute the most charming of characters, the next the most vengeful.

Delon opens his eyes, pulls the glasses down his nose and assesses the interruption as an apex predator might look at potential quarry. It’s not worth it, Delon prefers to play with bigger animals. He rises like a panther. His movements are slow, graceful, elegant. No cameras are on him, but still, he acts. Still, he is Delon. The myth, not the man. No one knows the man.

The telephone is at the back of the villa. It’s busy inside – they’re setting up to shoot the interior scene later in the day in which the detective will turn up and quiz Delon’s character about his friend’s death. Grips run about, furniture is being moved, lighting rigs set up.

Delon picks up.

‘Georges?’

‘Alain. Sorry to disturb you. It’s about Stevan.’

Delon says nothing.

‘Alain?’

‘What?’

‘The police are here. Stevan’s dead.’

Back at 22 Avenue de Messine, Beaume leads the detectives past the grand staircase and opens a small door beneath it.

‘This is where he lived.’

The detectives duck into a narrow corridor. To the right, a small bathroom. Then a dressing area. Finally, at the end of the corridor, a small, spartanly decorated bedroom, with barred windows giving onto the backstreet. Nothing glamorous here – aside from the address.

But something’s off. The space is in disarray. Drawers half-open. Clothes disturbed. As if someone’s already been through it.

‘Have you been in here recently?’

‘No,’ Beaume says.

‘Why the mess?’

‘He did live rather a … bohemian lifestyle.’

Looking paler now, Beaume excuses himself to make a call.

The detectives get to work. Among Markovic’s belongings they find: a stack of typewritten pages; a letter to Delon’s wife Nathalie dated 1966 – ‘Enjoy the party, Nat’; an empty plastic folder marked ‘I am strange’; a roll of undeveloped film; an undated letter from a judge refusing early release from prison; and a notebook filled with magazine clippings.

They flip through it. In photo after photo: Alain Delon, Nathalie, other celebrities. But always there too – hovering at the edge, or sometimes right in the middle – is Markovic. In one he’s behind the wheel of a sports car with Nathalie in the passenger seat. In another, he’s at a gala table, surrounded by stars. As if he’s part of the cast.

One detective flips open a small address book.

‘Look at this.’

It’s filled with film stars and singers and, alongside them, a host of nicknames that smell distinctly like the kind of names used by guys in the milieu, the murky underworld of French organized crime.

Beaume returns. The detectives ask to see the rest of the house. They’re surprised to find it almost empty – as if someone had moved out fast.

‘Alain hasn’t lived here for some time,’ Beaume says.

‘Where does he live now?’

‘He’s moved into another apartment across town, on the Rue François-1er.’

‘With his wife?’

‘You’ll have to ask him.’

‘And Markovic – he worked for Delon?’

‘It wasn’t formal. He wasn’t exactly … employed.’

Beaume suggests they speak with Uros, another Yugoslav who spent a lot of time around Stevan. Or Claudie, Stevan’s girlfriend. He offers her number, but little else.

The detectives make a note. But the picture is already forming. They’ve been told Markovic was a driver. A bodyguard. A hanger-on. But the address book – these names – it suggests something else. Not a gangster, perhaps, but not far from the margins of that world.

Then there are the photographs. In some it’s hard to tell who’s who. The same suits. The same woman. In some of the photos, you could almost say he was Delon.
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‘Reads like a tremendous
thriller: fascinating, disturbing
and shrewdly compelling:
William Boyd
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