Chapter 6 

The May Rallye


A month passed. It was now the middle of May. Night was falling as fast as a brick through a mine shaft abandoned decades before because the elevator, (which could not be repaired because the model was out-of-date), had malfunctioned, dropping 6 workers to their deaths. In addition to which the foreman's wife had run off with the union president; and in any case the mine had run dry of gold.


A window into history  : standing at the northwest corner of the intersection of the Boulevard de Montparnasse and the Avenue de l’Observatoire, shielding the Parc Jullian and grazing the southern edge of the Jardins du Luxembourg  : the Closerie des Lilas  ! Living relic of La Belle Epoque , fabled mead hall of the Gallic muse. Now it , like so many things - tigers and rain forests and Bach trumpets and literacy - casts but a withered shadow of its legendary past.


Who is alive today to recall how these walls once rollicked with music till dawn? How the air continually rang with poetry, heated arguments, bawdy jests, vain boasts! How many of today's customer's know that, not so very long ago, the finest poets of France once camped out at its bar like an army on the move?  Who is there now to remind them that  it was in this very place that, on the historic night of June 20, 1934 the Surrealists and Communists parted ways – Forever! Who reflects on  its terrace,  immortalized as the place where  Ernest Hemingway conceived and wrote his earliest novels? So much vanished glory, indiscernible to all save students , poets, and Parisian bibliomaniacs . 


These days only fat cats come to the Closerie  , a mode of natural selection effected by the prices posted on the menus at the door. Unlike its lively if vulgar competitor and close neighbor, La Coupole  , (whose recently restored Art Deco interiors echo with the raucous cries of hundreds of elegant snobs until two in the morning), it appears to be deserted most of the time. 


Yet, courtesy of the Auto Club de France, this evening at the Closerie des Lilas   was destined to be somewhat out of the ordinary. It was planned that a gun would be shot off at precisely midnight. Wreathed in fulsome wine-guzzling  , speechifying, bonhomie , hale-fellow-well met folderol, mal-du-siècle , and many an impromptu performance by 5 musicians from the Beaux-Arts Band, a flotilla of superb antique cars would be launched en route  to Vichy. 


This annual event is known as the Rallye de Mai . The leisurely all-night gambol of a few dozen museum pieces along the Autoroute , to the historically unlucky yet beautiful city of Vichy serves merely as the prelude to 3 riotous days of receptions, parties, and dances.


Such a gay, bubbling scene! The best vintage wines. The finest Brie, Roquefort, Ermenthal, Chèvre.  Raffish drivers milling around,  sporting the furs, scarves, leather coats and goggles of the Roaring 20's. Avid journalists storming the terraces of the Closerie    to get at the free eats, to drink the wine they may never be able to afford. Plutocrats hanging in small groups, recognizable through that sheepish ‘embarrassment of riches’ manner clinging  to them , that disdain, mixed with shame,  of mingling with the public.


And all the friends, relatives, associates and coat-tail hangers of the aforesaid plutocrats. And insolent by-standers, curiosity-seekers, connoisseurs of fine vehicles, and lucky pedestrians who just happened to be strolling by. And acrobatic restaurant garçons , white aprons draped over tuxes, slinking with professional anonymity through the crowds, trays of wine-filled goblets maintained horizontal and aloft. 

And the musicians of the Beaux-Arts Band, costumed in brass helmets and the uniforms of 19th century firemen, frantically blurting out their ultra-violet jazz to hide their delirious sadness.


And lots of  children, offspring of  participants and spectators. Joining hands in a ring they danced around the statue of a sword-brandishing Maréchal Ney, scarecrow of Moscow. 


The gathering, rather more in the nature of a vernissage   than  a street fair, did not remain concentrated around the terraces of the Closerie  . Groups of friends, balancing  their drinks and canapés, made periodic migrations to the adjacent Parc Jullian where, under the illumination of powerful spotlights, a glittering array of handsome vehicles from over half a century awaited their eager inspection. 


These cars were remarkable not only by virtue of the craftsmanship that had gone into their original construction, but also for the excellent condition in which they had been maintained and periodically restored over the decades. Such toys could only be the hobby of the rich: the sparkle from off the hood of a Buick Torpedo from the 20's twinkled no less impeccably than that coming from the  Ferrari Coupe, circa 1965, parked across the Boulevard St. Michel. The eccentric appearance of some of them, like the 1922 Rolls Royce HP, and a tough 1933 Renault, ( custom-made in Berlin, it  conjured up the image of a one-coffin hearse), in no way diminished the aura of solid construction that riveted the eyes of the public.


Leaning against a street lamp, his team of Jean-Luc Fevrier, Pavel Lukash and Stanley Cobb at his heels, Inspector Guy de Migraine refilled his  Durham pipe from a pouch of tobacco in his trench coat and made several unsuccessful attempts to re-ignite it. Even he was  so far distracted from his omnipresent sense of duty by the sight of these gorgeous vehicles as to forget that he was supposed to be  inspecting them for clues. 



" Say Inspector! Get a load of that!" Lukash exclaimed,  pointing to the fixtures on a 1931 Bugatti  Grand Sport  , "That stuff along must cost five million balls!" 




Migraine grimaced, twitched his shoulders with a habitual shrug, grunted. Without the least embarrassment he banged the stock  of his pipe against the car's headlights to get rid of the dregs :


" Je connais bien  le plouc  qui a volé ce  bagnol   
  . The only reason he's not in jail  is because I don't waste my time running after spoiled punks. "


The trumpeter from the Beaux-Arts Band had separated himself from his fellows and , while continuing to improvise, walked freely through the crowds. Bent double as if arming for battle, he suddenly lifted up his head until his throat was almost parallel with the pavement. The excitement of the glad occasion heightened immeasurably as he scalded the indigo night with his passionate obliggato rendition of When The Saints Come Marching In . 

 
 One noticed a well-groomed,  middle-aged man limping across the square, dressed in the cover-alls  of a grease monkey. He'd just finished an impromptu lecture on the care of antique automobiles,  given to a crowd of fascinated spectators  in the course of inspecting his own vehicle. Now he was going off  to change into formal attire. 


Soon afterwards an individual could be seen breaking away from a circle of friends. Comparatively young, he was heavy-set, coarse featured and unshaven,  garbed  in  leather trench coat, black leather boots, goggles and a long pink foulard printed with nude  dancing girls in a variety of postures. Beside himself with rage he advanced  menacingly towards Migraine:


" Hey! You! Schmuck!", he cried 
 ,  " I'm going to beat your bloody head in!"


Yet : once he had approached the Inspector and come close enough to discern the granitic lines etched into  Migraine's face -  that pachydermous visage furbished with thick folds of  disillusion, those eyes which had seen all and wearied of all seeing - the blood drained so quickly  from his features that his eyes , even from beneath his goggles, made him look as if he were about to have  a stroke. For an instant he stood caught  between the urge to flee and the gnawing desire to avenge himself on the mutilator of his automobile. 


One instant too many. While Lukash blocked his path, Fevrier ordered him to halt with an imperious gesture.  Then Migraine,  tugging at his coat sleeve, pulled him close to his face and whispered in the man's ear:


" You're too late, chump. The games are made  !  From here on in  you're dog-meat ."


Fevrier clamped on the  handcuffs and chained him to the Bugatti. 


" Look shithead!" , the  prisoner whined,  " Watch the chrome, will you? Spit on me all you want, but I beg of you , leave the car out of it! " 


Fevrier loosened the cuffs. He had some appreciation for fine vintage   cars. Migraine sneered in disgust, but withheld  comment. Pulling up a pocket watch from his trench coat he remarked: 


" It's time. Allez - y les gars  !! Hey Stanley, where the hell  are you?"


" Ay-ay commander! At the ready, chief! "


" Go arrest the Auto Club president, will you? "


"  Roger and over!" Stanley saluted, pulled himself erect, clicked his heels and marched off to his duty  . He withdrew the Uzi from the holster on his belt and held it by the barrel.  The butt end bobbled like a lecher's member at a triple-X rated movie;  or like a baton in the hands of Herbert von Karajan conducting the Ride of the Valkyries   ;  or perhaps like von Karajan's baton as he  conducts the Ride of the Valkyries   in a recording studio in the process of making the sound track for the triple -X rated movie!  Stanley strode off, stiff as a shot of rye whiskey , to stalk  his quarry: 


Migraine blew through a police whistle. Nothing happened:  in an ambiance of honking klaxons and Beaux-Art Band raptures shrill sounds merited little notice . Migraine took out a hammer from his briefcase and smashed the windshield of a dazzling  Rolls-Royce,  circa 1927. Everyone froze. Then he shouted: 


" Ladies and gentlemen! Mesdames, Messieurs!  You are all under arrest! The charge is : conspiracy to smuggle  artificial  meat tenderizer into Taiwan , thereby aiding and abetting the unpatriotic importation of contraband Eiffel Tower souvenirs into our beloved France!!" 


Taking this as their cue, the five musicians of the Beaux-Arts band threw off their costumes to reveal another set of uniforms: those of the C.R.S., the feared and despised French riot police!  Their metaphorical axes, that is to say their musical instruments, were replaced by axes of the literal kind. With ruthless efficiency and demonic glee, they launched  an orgy of wanton destruction wherein the finest antique cars in Western Europe were systematically gutted in the way  pigs are dismembered , joint by joint, on the assembly lines of  slaughterhouses.


Yet the rich harvest justified this ruination. Mounds of tin salt-shakers, spilling the incriminating white powder,  covered the Boulevard de Montparnasse,  as autumn leaves will blanket the valley of the Dordogne.

�Old francs, or centimes. About $10,000


�The bum who stole this junk heap is very well known to me. 


�I give free translations from the French.





