Act I: The Macabre Perfection

Mr. Alistair Finch, a world-renowned master watchmaker and collector of Byzantine art, is
the very embodiment of rigor. His existence is a symphony of precision; every object in
his ultramodern Malibu villa is in its place, every second of his schedule timed to the
millisecond. Cold, distant, his steely gaze pierces the soul. He tolerates no imperfection,
least of all betrayal. His wife, Coralie, a woman of ethereal beauty but fleeting passions,
dared to cross that line. Alistair has planned everything. The crime scene will be a
masterpiece of concealment. Coralie will be found dead in her jewelry workshop, an
impenetrable room, the air poisoned by a gas leak. But the staging will be that of a tragic
accident due to her own negligence: an earring left on the fire, gas escaping from a small
blowtorch left on. Every detail, from the exact angle of the open window to the specific
brand of dust residue, has been meticulously orchestrated to create a flawless illusion of
isolation and fatality. His millions allowed him to acquire the necessary equipment and

expertise for this exquisite, undetectable revenge, the reflection of a superior mind.
Act ll: The Arrival of the Incongruous

Alistair Finch's villa is buzzing with activity; officers are bustling about. Then, a figure
seemingly out of time appears: Lieutenant Columbo. With his rumpled raincoat, his
sputtering old Peugeot, and a cigar perpetually clinging to his lips, he clashes violently
with Finch's sanitized elegance. Columbo greets him timidly, muttering apologies for his
"somewhat messy appearance." "Mr. Finch? Lieutenant Columbo, Homicide. I'm sorry to
bother you, but... you know how it is." Finch replies in a monotone voice: "l am aware.
How can | be of assistance, Lieutenant?" "Oh, just a few quick questions, sir. Tell me, are
these real orchids? I've got a brother-in-law trying to grow some, but they're so delicate...
My wife, she loves flowers, but she says she doesn't have a green thumb." Columbo
points his chin at an immaculate potted plant. Finch, with a barely perceptible twitch of
annoyance at the corner of his mouth, replies: "They are natural, Lieutenant. A rare
hybrid." "Ah, | thought so!" Columbo nods, but his eye lingers on a microscopic speck of
dust under a perfectly aligned picture frame, then on the deceased's toothbrush, and an
innocuous detail in the way a towel is folded—things Finch's precise mind should have
noticed. He seems to be ignoring Alistair's answers, engrossed in the contemplation of a
bronze figurine, but his shambling presence is already a crack in Finch's wall of
perfection.

Act lll: The Tangled Web
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sorry to bother you again, Mr. Finch, | just had this one little thing bothering me..." During
one of these visits, Columbo questions Alistair about trivial details. "Mr. Finch, if | may...
My wife, she's very neat, you know. She sorts her jewelry by color, by size... So, | was
wondering, was Mrs. Finch as meticulous with her jewelry tools? Because leaving a
blowtorch on, just like that... It's a bit... unusual, isn't it?" Alistair, with the patience of a
metronome, tries to string him along, offering logical and precise answers. "My wife was
an artist, Lieutenant. Artists sometimes have... lapses." "Oh sure, sure, | completely
understand," Columbo answers, scratching the back of his neck. "It's just that my wife,
she's a bit of an artist too, in her own way. She paints these little pictures... and she's
always so careful with her brushes, her solvents... You'd think it's second nature for
talented people, wouldn't you?" Columbo always returns with a "just one more thing..."
that subtly contradicts a previous statement, or reveals a micro-inconsistency. "Ah, Mr.
Finch! Forgive me, but | was thinking about that dust | noticed the other day, under the
frame, remember? And then, we found an old pair of gardening gloves in a far corner of
the garage, and the dust on them... it's funny, it's exactly the same. My wife always says
dust is the memory of objects." Finch, initially condescending, begins to feel palpable
irritation, then a spike of anxiety. "Lieutenant, | fail to see the connection between the
dust in my living room and used gardening gloves." "Oh, no direct connection, sir, none at
alll It's just a small observation. Like when my wife asks me where | put my keys, and | tell
her they're on the dresser, but she finds them in my raincoat pocket. Just little things, you
know." The noose tightens slowly; every question from Columbo is a thread, weaving an

imperceptible but relentless web.

Act IV: The Diabolical Trap

Columbo has fragments of evidence: inconsistencies in statements, a partial fingerprint
on an innocuous object, an analysis of a minute substance incompatible with the decor.
But nothing concrete enough to tie Alistair Finch to the murder with absolute certainty
before a jury. He therefore devices an audacious stratagem. He summons Finch to

"return" a personal item of Coralie's, a unique, engraved gold locket.

"Mr. Finch, I'm really sorry to have you come all this way. But we found this at the crime
scene, right after the fire department left." Columbo holds out a finely engraved gold

locket. "A very beautiful piece of jewelry. Funny, isn't it, that it's so intact after... all that.
Looks like it hasn't seen a single flame." Finch takes it with his usual precision, his face

impassive. "This is a locket that Coralie... that my wife never owned, Lieutenant."



Columbo smiles, a weary smile. "Oh, really? That's funny, because the microscopic
analysis showed it was never exposed to any heat. Not a trace of soot, not the slightest
damage from the smoke. And, you know, Mr. Finch, my wife always tells me that secrets,
they're like weeds, they always end up pushing through the concrete. We also found out
that this exact model... you had it made years ago for a certain Mrs. Dubois. A former
mistress, if my information is correct." Alistair's hand, holding the object, trembles
imperceptibly. His mask of calm cracks to reveal a cold rage. Columbo, a weary smile on
his lips, puts out his cigar. "You know, Mr. Finch, | noticed your gardener cutting the roses
this morning... funny, | wouldn't have thought they grew so fast, even with this beautiful
sun. But hey, I'm just a cop, what do | know about gardening? And besides, it's funny, Mr.
Finch, it seems there's a grain of sand in the mechanism of your perfection. And my wife
always says that a grain of sand can jam the most beautiful of watches." He apologizes
again, then, with a nod, he escorts Alistair Finch, whose perfection has crumbled in an

instant, toward the waiting police car.



