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IN THE SHADOW OF SUDDEN DEATH
IN the days of my youth I was a student in Paris, and had the good fortune to be well acquainted with Monsieur Eugene Fourbert, the chief superintendent of the Paris police. He was in many respects a very remarkable man. Possessed of extraordinary acumen, combined with a critical power of analysis and logical deduction that seldom erred, he became a terror to evil-doers, and a tremendous force on the side of order. He was a descendant of an old French family who had all more or less distinguished themselves. Eugne had commenced life in the Army, and saw much service; but being seriously wounded was forced to retire. Having friends at court, he received an appointment as chief of a division of police. In that capacity he displayed so much aptitude, so much natural ability for the work, that he very speedily made his mark, and ultimately rose to be supreme head of the army of police, which is somewhat differently ordered and controlled to what its English equivalent is; and in my opinion the French system is infinitely better. This remark particularly applies to what I may term the Detective arm of the service. In France it seems to have been brought almost to perfection, for the principle that is ever prominently kept in view is this: Crime is in effect a guerilla warfare against well- conducted society and the forces of law and order. Crime endeavours to shelter itself by the exercise of deep cunning, and since crime is unlawful, any means that may be taken to circumvent it are right. Hence the reason of that remarkable system of espionage which obtains in France. The proportion of undetected crime amongst our neighbours is at least thirty per cent. less than it is with us.

NoteTab Pro

Fourbert was pleased to take great interest in me, and need I say that his methods and manner fascinated me? He had a face of such extreme mobility, that I doubt if I have ever seen any one who equalled him, let alone excelled him. His habitual expression was one of stern thoughtfulness, but in an instant he could so change his features that, given a corresponding change of dress, he might have defied the recognition of his most intimate friend. This power was that of course of the born actor, and Fourbert being conscious of its possession had taken the most laborious means to cultivate it, until he had brought it to such a state of perfection that it was little short of marvellous. Apart from that he had the faculty of organization largely developed, and he knew how to select the right man for the right place. Nor did he hesitate for a single moment, when he deemed it necessary, to personally attempt to unravel any problem that happened to be more than ordinarily intricate. The case I am about to relate is one in which he matched his own splendid skill against the altogether superior cunning of a desperate criminal, with what result the reader will gather later on. In this instance I am simply the narrator of a drama in which I played the part of an onlooker, a close student of Monsieur Fourbert’s method, and I had the advantage of being allowed to follow as his shadow.

At the period I am dealing with, that notorious but classical region of Parisian Bohemia, the Latin Quarter, still retained much of its ancient appearance in the tall ramshackle houses, and narrow dirty streets. In the very heart of the Quarter, nearly, there was situated a dark, squalid passage known as the Rue du Chat Noir–that is, the street of the Black Cat. Why it was so named I cannot tell. Why it was called a streetat all is not easy to understand, for it was nothing more than a short alley connecting two parallel thoroughfares that bore a far from enviable reputation. The Rue du Chat Noir was a plague-spot, on each side was about a dozen of some of the oldest houses in Paris. They were let out as tenements, and were simply hiding-places for human rats–human vermin of a most obnoxious kind. Had it been possible and allowable to have put a huge extinguisher over the whole block of buildings comprised in the Rue du Chat Noir during the daytime, when all the vermin were slinking away from the light of day, and then have lighted underneath the extinguisher a few tons of sulphur, the world would have been well rid of a colony of evil, and Paris would have been cleansed of one pest-hole. But that could not be, and so the devil in the shape of man and woman located himself there and practically defied the authorities. It was, to use an expressive term, the spawning ground of all that was obnoxious in human nature.

In the dawn of a spring morning two garde de la pair were making their way through the notorious Rue, when they stumbled on something huddled in a heap in the mid kennel. It proved to be the body of a woman, not the first dead woman who had been found there, but speedily it was made manifest that this one could not have been a denizen of that inferno. She was well, if not handsomely, dressed: all her clothing was of the best, her underlines of unusually fine texture. Her hands were white and unsoiled–the hands of a lady; and her face was patrician in its refinement and classical outlines. Her hair was rich, well kept, and golden in hue.

She had received injury sufficient to have destroyed a dozen lives had she possessed them. The skull was fractured, the neck was broken, some of the ribs were crushed in. But these were all inflicted after death,and were the result of a fall from a height. Death was due to a stiletto stab which had gone right through the heart. The blow had been dealt with terrific force; the stiletto must have been unusually long, for its point had projected under the shoulder-blade where there was a puncture corresponding to the one in front. Death must necessarily have come with merciful swiftness, and while the dainty body was still warm, ruffian hands had flung it into the kennel, where, crushed and mangled, the silver light of the spring dawn revealed it. The pockets of the clothing were empty, and on the clothing itself there was no sign or mark that would have served as a clue. Indents on the fingers told that she had worn rings, but they had been stripped off, and an earring had been so forcibly torn from one of her ears that the lobe was split. In age she could not have been more than thirty-two or three. There were indications that she had been a mother, and had she lived for three or four months longer she would again have experienced the pangs of maternity.

It was a case of murder, of murder most brutal, most revolting. It might almost be described as double murder, for the unborn life had been extinguished too.

For days the remains of this beautiful creature, fashioned in God’s own image, and brutally slain by her own kind, lay exposed in the Morgue, ghastly and silent, yet eloquent in that stony stillness of a brutal wrong, a cruel fate. Crowds flocked to the place and stared half fascinated through the plate glass partitions at the decaying remnants of mortality stretched on the marble slab over which trickled a stream of ice-cold water. But of the many hundreds of curious and morbid sight-seers who passed through that chamber of death, no one came forward to claim the body, therefore did it seem as if she was a stranger in that civilized land. During the many days that the still figure lay there with the sightless eyes staring blankly upward as if in mute appeal to heaven for vengeance on her slayer, steps had been taken by the police to solve the mystery and discover her murderer, but all without avail. The ghastly secret of the Rue du Chat Noir was well kept, and some of the best talent of Paris was baffled. Monsieur le Chef Fourbert was distressed and annoyed. He recognized that this was a crime somewhat out of the ordinary. There was deductive evidence that the murdered woman was not a denizen of that pestilential Alsatia. She must have moved in a very different social station to the rats of the Chat Noir. Therefore the mystery was the greater, and around the crime was a certain glamour of romance. Amongst Fourbert’s staff was a man named Roget–a fellow who had been a convict and had given the police much trouble. Ultimately he had offered his services to the police, and his intimate knowledge of criminal ways and life had procured him admission into the secret service, and he had been the means of bringing many a hardened ruffian to his doom.

Roget was an evil-looking fellow, with a round, bullet-shaped head, his hair closely cropped, his face clean shaved. He had strongly marked features, a coarse cruel mouth, a square heavy chin, and small twinkling eyes that glittered with snake-like brightness. He was built on massive lines. His limbs were ponderous, his muscles like steel cords. When once he got a fair grip on an opponent, the opponent had little chance. Roget had been known to grip a man’s wrists so hard that he had broken the wrists simply with the pressure of his great fingers. Amongst the police he was known by the sobriquet of “The Bull-dog,” and he was said to possess all a bull-dog’s ferocity. His life had been many times attempted by his former associates, but though scarred and hacked, he had escaped serious injury.

One morning, a fortnight after the murder, when it seemed as if the crime was destined to go unavenged, Monsieur Fourbert summoned Roget to his private cabinet, and he accorded me the privilege of being present during the interview. The only other person in the room was a shorthand clerk, concealed behind a screen.

I saw Roget for the first time that morning. He was a repulsive-looking fellow, his massive frame suggestive of enormous strength, as was his whole manner, while his facial expression particularly, and glittering eyes, were suggestive of latent ferocity. Round his neck was twisted carelessly a frayed and faded red handkerchief: he wore a blue blouse, wide baggy linen trousers, and sabots. He looked hard and inquiringly at me as he entered the cabinet and made his obeisance to the chief.

“Have you any report to make, Roget?” asked Monsieur Fourbert.

“None, monsieur,” was the curt, gruff answer.

“Is the mystery of the Rue du Chat Noir to go unsolved?” said Fourbert, with an emphasized point on every word.

“I have done my best,” growled Roget.

“And failed?”

“And failed, monsieur le chef, as you say.”

“But you have haunted the dens of the Rue du Chat Noir?”

“I have.”

“And mixed with the vermin as one of them?”

“I have.”

“Still you have failed to get sign or sound that would help us?”

“Sorrowfully I confess that is so, monsieur le chef.”

“Umph! It is strange,” murmured Fourbert, reflectively. Then he added with an obvious meaning concealed in his remarks, “And yet this woman was stabbed to death and flung from a window in the Rue du Chat Noir. She was not one of the rats: she did not belong to the place, she must have been lured there; possibly for the mere purpose of robbery; probablyfor some deeper and more sinister reason. The lure that led that lady into the death trap must have been a strong and unusual one. Do you not think so?”

“I do, Monsieur Fourbert.”

“Nevertheless you, with your trained instincts, and your intimate knowledge of the ways of human beasts of prey, have failed to detect a single sign?”

“Again I repeat with sorrow, monsieur, that is quite correct.”

“Then it seems highly probable the murderer will go unpunished since youhave failed to track him down?”

“I am afraid that will be the case,” answered Roget, with a sigh.

“So be it. It is regrettable, but one cannot do that which is impossible. You may go.”

Roget bowed and retired. The instant the door had closed Monsieur Fourbert struck his bell. An attendant entered.

“Just call Roget back; I have forgotten something.” In another minute the Bull-dog stood in the chief’s presence again.

“By the way, I have forgotten to say, Roget, that I want you on a special service to-night.”

“Good, monsieur. At what hour?”

“Midnight.”

“At what place?”


“The Morgue.”

“The Morgue, monsieur!”

“Yes. You are not afraid of the Morgue, are you?”

“Oh dear no,” exclaimed Roget with a strange laugh. “But will monsieur be there?”

“Without doubt. Otherwise how can I meet you there?”

“True, monsieur. And yet it is an unusual rendezvous, is it not?”

“Well–yes. But I have an object. It may help us. Your assistance is necessary.”

Roget bowed low.

“I am monsieur’s obedient servant.”

“And a faithful servant, whose reward will come.” Roget bowed again and smiled. “You can go now. Remember; midnight at the Morgue.” When we were once again alone, my friend turned to me and remarked, “This is a strange case, a little complicated, somewhat romantic.”

“It is,” I answered; “and there does not seem much chance of the criminal being discovered.”

“At present it does seemas if that would be the case. But I am not without hope. We may succeed ultimately. By the way, would you care to go to the Morgue to-night?”

“I shouldn’t at all object,” I answered.

“Very well. Present that, and you will gain admission. Till then au revoir.”

He handed me a strip of paper bearing the official stamp in one corner, and on which he had written, Admit the bearer, Fourbert.Naturally I was curious to know what his object was in going to the Morgue, and why he had appointed that ghastly place as a rendezvous. It would have been impertinence for me to have questioned him. His methods were his own, and I was highly privileged in being taken into his confidence so far. Therefore I was content to watch and say nothing. But I knew that there was little he did that had not some well-thought-out design or method in it, consequently I could not regard his arrangements for that night as a mere freak.

The clocks had scarcely done chiming the hour of midnight, when I tapped on the door of the concierge’s lodge at the Morgue. In a few minutes the door was opened, and the keeper admitted me, after he had examined my pass, and I was conducted into an inner room, where I found an official whom I recognized, as I had often seen him at the bureau of police. He greeted me, and in answer to a question I put to him, he said the chief had not yet arrived.

“Ah, mayhap that is his knock,” he exclaimed, as a knock sounded on the door. But when the concierge returned he ushered in Roget, not the chief.

“Has Monsieur Fourbert arrived?” asked Roget.

“No,” answered the official; “but he is sure to be here soon. In the mean time come this way.” He motioned to me to follow also, and he led us along a passage, through a doorway, then along another passage, and opening a door, we passed into the Morgue. There was a strange odour, a dreadful silence broken only by the trickling of the water, that somehow made the silence more intense. A lighted lamp was suspended from the vaulted ceiling, and as it swayed backwards and forwards in the draughts of air that entered by the ventilators, it called into being ghostly shadows, that, having regard to the place and its associations, produced in me a creepy sensation. Three of the slabs were occupied, but two were entirely concealed by being covered over with sheets. On the third all exposed was the marble-like figure of the murdered lady. The head had been propped up, so that the face was brought more into prominence. Standing by the side of the corpse was a priest. He wore a long cloak with a cowl that almost entirely concealed his face. He was motionless. His hands were crossed upon his breast, against which he pressed a crucifix. He seemed so absorbed in his meditations or prayer that our entrance did not disturb him.

“It is one of the holy fathers of the city who flit about at night administering comfort to those who will accept,” whispered our guide. “He craved to be admitted a little while ago, in order that he might look upon the poor dead woman, and pray for her soul. He will depart in a few minutes.”

The priest now recognized our presence, and as he kissed his crucifix and raised it aloft, he said solemnly–

“Peace be with you, my sons; I have been meditating and musing in this place of the dead. Murmur a prayer with me for the soul of this poor creature, murdered in her prime, and while her beauty was yet unfaded.”

The official crossed himself, and knelt by the slab. I stood with my hands folded, and deeply impressed by the strange and solemn scene. But Roget drew back into a corner, and addressing him the holy father said–

“Why draw away, my son? The dead cannot injure you. And surely you will not refuse to say a prayer for the good of her soul. Give me your hand.”

Sullenly, and as it seemed to me very reluctantly, Roget approached the slab and offered his hand to the priest, who, taking it, placed it on the cold, wet hand of the dead woman. Roget uttered a suppressed cry, and shrank away, muttering–

“Ugh! I like not the touch of a corpse.”

The priest made no reply, but mumbling a few words of a collect from the Roman Catholic liturgy for the repose of the souls of the departed, and then making the sign of the cross on his breast, he seemed as it were to glide out of the place, and disappear.

“What a life of self-abnegation those men lead!” remarked the official reflectively, as the priest went out.

“Pooh!” said Roget irritably, “it is all humbug, mere business. They poke their noses in where they have no right to be. What did that fellow want to intrude here for? He had no right to be admitted. We are here for practical purposes, not for mummery.”

“Well, I don’t know that he has done any harm,” answered the official, with a reprimand in his manner and tone. “Anyway, he was quite privileged to be here if it pleased him, and a few moments of solemn reflection in a place like this is good for one.”

“Ugh! I wish the chief would come,” said Roget, with a shudder and an impatient shrug of the shoulders. “I don’t like this place; it’s gruesome enough at the best of times; at this hour it makes one’s flesh creep.”

“We need not wait here,” answered the official. “We can go into the concierge’s room.”

As he spoke he led the way out, and Roget was nothing loth to follow. For my own part, I confess I was glad enough too to get away. It was not pleasant to be there with those decaying remains of mortality lying on the wet slabs, and the air heavy and foetid with the strange, indescribable smell.

The concierge produced some cognac, which was doubly acceptable under the circumstances. Roget drank an undue proportion of it, then rolled a cigarette and began to smoke, we following suit. The aroma of the tobacco was refreshing and pleasant after the odour of the Morgue. We waited until one o’clock boomed out from the church clocks, solemn and slow, then at the suggestion of the official we prepared to go.

“Something unlooked for must have detained the chief,” he said. “It is very seldom he fails to keep an appointment. It is not likely that he will come now, so we had better say good-night.”

We parted, each going his respective way, and during the whole of that night the marble face of the murdered woman, with its blank eyes staring up to the heavens, haunted me. I suppose I was more impressionable at that time. I did not see Monsieur Fourbert again for two days.

“I disappointed you the other night,” he said. “But you see I am a creature of circumstances, and subject to the exigencies of my position. However, it was not wasted time with you, perhaps.”

“No, I don’t think it was,” I answered.

“You are an observant man?” he asked, as he fixed his strangely penetrating eyes upon me, until I felt as if he were reading my very thoughts.

“I hope I am,” I said.

“We shall see,” he remarked, with a smile, as he turned to sign some official documents. And then, as he had important engagements to fulfil, I took my leave of him.

A few days later I was summoned to London to attend the death-bed of a dear sister, and was not able to get back to Paris until three months had passed away. In the course of a day or two I called upon my friend Monsieur Fourbert. I found him as usual up to the eyes in business. Nevertheless, he received me with the urbanity and courtesy which were so characteristic of him, and he managed to give me half an hour of his valuable time, during which we talked of many things. And at last he said–

“Oh, by the way, I think you were somewhat interested in the murder in the Rue du Chat Noir. You remember it, of course. It occurred when you were last in Paris.”

“Ah, yes, I was going to ask you about that. Was the murderer ever discovered?”

“He has not yet been brought to justice,” replied Fourbert, evasively, as it seemed to me.

“Which means, I suppose, that he is not likely to be?”

“That is a somewhat hasty conclusion to come to, Monsieur Donovan,” he answered, as he stroked his face with his hand, after his habit when he was thoughtful and reflective; then, as he puffed the smoke from his cigarette and watched it curl ceilingward, he added, his eyes still fixed on the smoke, “You know a lucky star has shone above me since I have been in office, and not a single case of importance has been passed to the category of undetected crimes.”

“I assume, then, that you know the plot of the drama of the Rue du Chat Noir?”

“To–some–extent–I–do,” he answered, pausing between each word, and seemingly still much interested in the gyrations of his cigarette smoke.

“Then do I gather that you have discovered the perpetrator of the tragedy?”

“I didn’t quite say that. But I think,though I am not quitesure, that I am on his track.”

He looked at me now, with his dark eyes glittering with a light which I did not quite understand then. Much as I was wishful to prolong the conversation, I did not attempt to do so, for many of his subordinates were waiting to see him, and he had a great deal of official business to transact. So I rose to go, and as he held my hand in his he said–

“By the way, the day after to-morrow, in the morning at dawn, a notorious ruffian is to be guillotined–one Pascal Flammarion, who did a whole family to death at Neuilly for the sake of a few francs. Would you care to attend the execution?” I hesitated what to answer, which caused him to exclaim, “Oh, of course, please yourself; but I shall be there, and I hope to discover the murderer of the lady who was found in the Rue du Chat Noir.”

I hesitated no longer. There was something in his manner that struck me, I felt sure he had an object in asking me, so I signified my wish to accompany him, whereupon he at once wrote me out an official order, and instructed his clerk to see it properly attested and stamped. As he held it out to me, he said–

“We shall meet in the prison of La Roquette; that will enable you to pass the barriers, and gain you admission. Don’t be later than two o’clock in the morning. Au revoir.” He extended his hand to me, and I took my departure, wondering what new development was about to take place, and why he wished me to be present at Flammarion’s execution. I was certain that he had something in reserve, and knowing the man so well, I had no doubt that that something would be interesting.

The morning of the execution came. It was still dark as I made my way to the gloomy prison of La Roquette. A few hours previously a terrific thunderstorm had broken over Paris, and the rain had descended in torrents. The air therefore was fresh and cool, and owing to the rain there were far fewer people in the square than is usual on such occasions. But still there was a great crowd of brutal, jeering, half-drunken loafers of both sexes, who made the night hideous with their ribald songs and coarse jests. With some little difficulty I pushed through to the jail, and was duly admitted into its silent and sombre corridors. I noticed as I passed through the square, the instrument of death silhouetted against the night sky. “Monsieur de Paris” and his assistants had completed their preparations for the coming ceremony, and in another hour or so the last act of the ghastly drama would be consummated.

The silence and solemnity of the prison were particularly striking after the hideous roar of the human scum in the square outside. I was shown into a small anteroom, and in about half an hour Monsieur Fourbert came to me. He looked pale and haggard, and sank into a chair with a weary sigh.

“This battling with crime is a terrible business,” he murmured. “We who fight on the side of law see sad sights, and, contrary to the general belief, I do not think we can ever become callous; for no man of right feeling and good principles can ever contemplate unmoved the fiendish wickedness of men created in God’s own image. But wickedness must be punished, and it is God’s edict that blood shall be punished with blood. For the last two months I have had an anxious time of it. The crime of the Rue du Chat Noir has troubled me. I was determined to unravel that mystery, and this morning will prove whether I have followed the right trail or not.”

I had never heard him talk in such a way before; and very rarely indeed did he moralize, although he was a man full of deep feeling and sentiment, and a more tender-hearted man it would have been difficult to have found. As I saw he was in a very thoughtful mood, I did not care to worry him with questions or conversations. He ceased to speak, and closing his eyes appeared to doze. Presently he sprang up, and, going to the window, flung it open, and drew in a great gulp of the fresh air. In the eastern sky was the first faint glimmering of dawn, and high above the wind that moaned through the trees, rose the roar of the expectant crowd who were anxious for the show to begin. As he turned from the window with a sigh, he said–

“We stand now in the shadow of sudden death; and a revelation is about to take place.” At that moment a bell tolled, its sounds shivering on the air. “Come,” he said. “They arouse him from his last earthly sleep that he may pass into the sleep that is eternal.”

I followed him into the corridor, and we made our way to a large room where a number of official gentlemen were assembled. In a corner, looking sullen and brutish as he usually did, was Jacques Roget.

The dawn broke. A grey light stole over the sky, and then there came in the pink flush of the summer morn. A few moments later the door opened, and the governor of the jail entered. Making a respectful salute, he said–

“Gentlemen, all is ready.”

Fourbert turned to me and whispered–

“Keep close behind me.”

Then I noted that he beckoned to Roget to follow him, and we all went out into a vestibule, where, surrounded with armed warders, was the man who was to die, Flammarion! a huge, savage-looking wretch, whose face was like a corpse, while beads of perspiration rolled down his cheeks. His fierce eyes turned from one to another of the men present with a look of awful despair. He was bound and helpless, and breathed as if he was suffering physical agony. The procession was formed. A priest bearing a crucifix, and muttering the prayers for the dying, preceded the prisoner, and then bare-headed the rest of the assembly followed. An iron door was presently flung open, and the morning air came in with a sweep. The crowd in the square were hushed now to silence, for the supreme moment was at hand. We passed along an avenue of gendarmes, to where the awful instrument of death loomed over the prisoner, who started and reeled and had to be helped up the steps. I saw him seized by the executioner and his assistant. There was a momentary struggle, as if the human brute in the agony of despair thought that it was still possible to make a dash for liberty. But he was flung on to the plank roughly, and his neck was thrust through the lunette. Then there was a glittering flash, a hiss of steel, and–

“Jacques Roget, here in the shadow of sudden death, I charge you with the murder of Madame Mousson in the Rue du Chat Noir.”

These words, spoken low, but distinctly, fell upon my ear, and turning from the fascination of the flashing steel, I beheld Monsieur Fourbert with his hand on Roget’s shoulder, while that wretch looked horrible in his ghastliness as he cringed and shrank from his accuser. At the instant, the tragedy being over, the mob broke into a roar and yell which drowned all other sounds. The police and the soldiers began to push the surging crowd back, so as to clear the square, and I saw Roget being marched away in the grip of two stalwart gendarmes.

When the evening had come I sat with Monsieur Fourbert in his study at his private residence; and he told me the following story:

“Before the crime in the Rue du Chat Noir, I had reason to suspect the fidelity of Jacques Roget. You are aware that he is a man of a very low type, and had been a criminal before he was employed in the secret service. I happen to know that he was in the habit of frequenting the Rue du Chat Noir, for purposes unconnected with his duties, and that in the top story of one of the old houses lived a female cousin of his, Marie Blanc, a woman with a very bad record indeed.”

“How did you find that out?” I asked.

“An old man, ostensibly a rag-picker, hungry, wolfish, desperate, and an outcast, was in the habit of haunting the place. He got to know the wretches who lived there. He spoke their argot, he learned a good deal about them; he saw Roget come and go.”

“Was that rag-picker one of your spies?”

“That rag-picker was myself.”

“Yourself, Monsieur Fourbert!”

“Yes, I ascertained that on the night of the crime Roget was at his cousin’s with a well-dressed woman, who was a stranger to the neighbourhood. A little later that woman was found dead in the kennel of the court. Still I had no direct evidence that Roget was responsible for her death. Men of his stamp are strangely superstitious, and so I made a rendezvous at the Morgue, wishing to test his nerves and self-command in the presence of the victim. A priest stood over the body, as you know, and he asked Roget to pray for the soul of the dead woman as he placed his hand on hers. But the villain shrank away appalled, and his terror and confusion added another link to the chain.”

“Then you were the priest,” I said, growing more astounded as he proceeded with his narrative.

“Yes. But beyond these manifestations of craven fear on Roget’s part, which might or might not be the effects of a guilty conscience, I had no justification for my suspicions. I felt that the next important step was to find out who the woman was. There were many things that tended to confirm me in my belief that she was not French; my opinion was, and that opinion was shared by my colleagues, that she was English. I therefore caused her photograph to be sent over to London, with a request that it would be freely exposed. This was done, a copy was posted at every police-station throughout the kingdom, with the result that she was identified as a Madame Mousson, an English woman, but married to a Frenchman, and she had lived with her husband in Liverpool. She was a lady delicately nurtured and brought up. He, an adventurer, and worthless scoundrel. She led a dreadful life with him. The money she possessed he robbed her of, then he stole her clothes and jewellery and deserted her. She got to know that he was in Paris, and followed him. Wishing to get rid of her, I have no doubt he employed Roget to help him. And now that I have Roget in custody I may get confirmation of my suspicions, for by this time Marie Blanc is in prison, and when the two come to be suddenly confronted and interrogated according to our French system, we may learn some startling truths.”

This view of Monsieur Fourbert’s was amply confirmed. The two wretches when brought together, and subjected to severe judicial questioning, on the part of the examining judge, contradicted each other, got mixed up, made one statement one moment to contradict it the next. Then the infamous woman, fearing for the safety of her own neck, bluntly accused Roget of having committed the crime.

In the end it was proved that Roget made the acquaintance of Mousson in the Jardin Mabille; they became intimate. Mousson had money, and ultimately, no doubt recognizing the criminal instincts and pliability of Roget, he tempted him to commit the crime, for the unfortunate Madame Mousson had followed her husband to Paris, and found him out. She was at length lured to the Rue du Chat Noir by Roget, who induced her to believe she would meet her husband, who was living there with another woman. Madame Mousson was a stranger to Paris, and so readily fell a victim to the snare set for her, as she had no knowledge of the infamous locality she was going to.

Such was the story that was gradually unfolded in the courts of law, thanks to the extraordinary power and talent of Monsieur Fourbert. The end was, Roget expiated his crime on the scaffold, while Marie Blanc was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment as an accessory to the crime. Mousson unfortunately escaped, and what became of him was never known.


THE DOOM OF THE STAR-GAZER
IT is a good many years ago since the case I am about to record caused a sensation in London that has scarcely been equalled since. People who can no longer be considered middle aged will no doubt remember it well, but to the generation that has sprung up since then, it will be fresh, and, as I venture to think, not without considerable interest.

Not only did the position of the parties concerned in the matter raise it above the level of the commonplace, but all the elements of the tragic drama were replete with the mystery, sensationalism, and even weirdness, so beloved of the general public.

It was one of the early cases I was called upon to investigate. I was a young man at the time, and full of zeal and enthusiasm. I had but a short time previously contributed to one of the leading Magazines, an article under the heading of “The Rationale of the Detective’s Art.”

I was modest enough to withhold my name from that article, and blushed one morning to find that the views I had anonymously expressed, had brought me a certain amount of fame. There was a consensus of opinion amongst the reviewers that my paper was full of “sound logical reasoning, and evidently the emanation of a mind capable of working out the theory of detection with something like the precision of a mathematical problem.”

This, of course, was high praise, but it was somewhat qualified by the statement that while in theory my line of argument as to how crime should be brought home was admirable, it was hardly capable of being practically worked out. This somewhat put me on my mettle, because I had aimed at demonstrating that most people who attempted to unravel mysteries failed for the simple reason that they did not give sufficient attention to the “minutiae”–if I may so express it–of a case; and they were unwilling to recognize what I had humbly ventured to enforce as an apothegm, that “the seemingly impossible in all mysteries is often the most highly probable.”

I had always been fond of looking upon this as a sort of Golden Text that no detective could afford to ignore. But, as a matter of fact, it was almost universally ignored, save by those men who, with inborn artistic feeling, elevated the detective’s calling to a fine art. Now, when the case, which forms the subject of my story, occurred, it afforded me the very opportunity wished for, which was to give practical illustration of the theory I had set forth in “The Rationale of the Detective’s Art.”

I need scarcely say, perhaps, that a little more than a quarter of a century ago, Hammersmith, now a teeming and populous neighbourhood, was a wilderness of market gardens and waste land. It still retained some aspects of a rural district, and there were even streams of water where watercress could be gathered. Such houses as existed were, with some exceptions, for the most part old-fashioned residences, and one, at least, had been in existence since the first half of the seventeenth century.

Who had originally built it; who had been its tenants, and what it had been called previous to the time that I am dealing with, I know not; but when I became acquainted with it, it was known as “The Observatory,” and it had long been in the occupation of a retired military officer, named Arthur Patchford Hulton, known generally in the neighbourhood as Colonel Hulton.

He had seen considerable service in the Crimea, during which he had been twice severely wounded, and in consequence, was compelled to quit the service. He retired on a good pension, which, together with some private means, placed him in very comfortable circumstances. He had two hobbies, gardening and astronomy, in both of which, as an amateur, he excelled.

He had purchased the house I allude to at Hammersmith, as it afforded him the opportunity of indulging in both of his favourite pursuits. The house stood in a little more than an acre of ground, which was laid out with great taste and judgment; and the colonel was proud of his garden, as, indeed, he had every reason to be. At the top of the house he had fitted up a small observatory, where he often spent many hours of the night, when the sky and atmosphere were favourable for astronomical observations. I shall have occasion to speak more in detail of this observatory later on.

In order to add interest to what follows, and make it more intelligible, I must give a few particulars of the colonel’s domestic affairs as they existed at the time I was called upon to investigate his tragic fate. He had been married a great many years, but his wife did not live with him. Not that there was any serious disagreement between them, so far as I ever gathered; but it appeared that the lady did not like the seclusion of, as she termed it, “the outlandish neighbourhood of Hammersmith,” and so she elected to reside in the heart of the metropolis, and occupied a house in Russell Square.

There she resided, with two grown-up sons and a daughter. The colonel’s favourite daughter was Lydia, and she spent the greater part of her time with him at “The Observatory.” His household then consisted of Lydia, who was about twenty years of age; a housekeeper, a middle-aged woman named Anna Starkie; a servant-of-all-work, and a parlour-maid; and Mrs. Starkie’s husband, John, who helped his master in the garden, and looked after his horse.

The colonel was an unostentatious man, but was fond of comfort, and not averse even to a little luxury. He had a strong dislike, however, to any great exertion. Beyond his gardening, the only recreation he allowed himself was horse riding, and even that he limited to about an hour a day.
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