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When I was thirty- five, I thought the best was behind me.


I was lonely, and tired, and empty. Plodding through life.


At thirty-five.


By the time I was forty- five, I was married to the love of my life, and my first book was about to be published.


And now I’m sixty. Living in a beautiful Quebec village, surrounded by friends, with thirteen books to my name. And counting.


This milestone birthday gives me a chance to look back in wonderment. And gratitude. And amazement. That I should be here, happy, joyous, and free. 


No one quite appreciates, and recognises, the light like those who’ve lived in darkness. That awareness is what I try to bring to the books. The duality of our lives. The power of perception. The staggering weight of despair, and the amazement when it is lifted.


The gap between how we appear and how we really feel.


Those are foundations of the Gamache books.


Initially they were called the Three Pines books, which, of course, they are. Three Pines is the tiny hidden village in Québec. Not on any map, it is only ever found by those who are lost.


But, once found, never forgotten.


At their core, though, these books are about the profound decency of Armand Gamache, and the struggles he has to remain a good person. When ‘good’ is subjective, and ‘decent’ is a matter of judgement.


These books might appear, superficially, as traditional crime novels. But they are, I believe, more about life than death. About choices. About the price of freedom. About the struggle for peace.


Armand Gamache, of the Sûreté du Quebec, is inspired by my husband, Michael Whitehead. A doctor who treated children with cancer. Who spent his life searching for cures. Who saved countless young lives, boys and girls who now have children of their own.


Despite the dreadful deaths and broken hearts all around him, Michael was the happiest man alive. Because he understood the great gift that life is.


Michael gave that perception to Armand.


Michael died of dementia. And it broke my heart. But I still have Armand. And Clara, and Jean- Guy. Myrna and Gabri and Olivier. And crazy old Ruth.


At thirty- five, I thought the best was behind me.


As I celebrate my sixtieth birthday, I can hardly wait to see what happens next.


 


Ring the bells that still can ring


Forget your perfect offering


There’s a crack in everything.


That’s how the light gets in.


 


Welcome to the very cracked world of Armand Gamache and Three Pines. I am overjoyed to be able to share it with you.


Meet you in the bistro …


 


Louise Penny


March 2018
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      Ring the bells that still can ring,

      Forget your perfect offering,

      There’s a crack in everything.

      That’s how the light gets in.
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              ONE
            

          

        

      

      
        
          [image: One]
        
      

      Audrey Villeneuve knew what she imagined could not possibly be happening. She was a grown woman and could tell the difference between real and imagined. But each morning as she drove through the Ville-Marie Tunnel from her home in east-end Montréal to her office, she could see it. Hear it. Feel it happening.

      The first sign would be a blast of red as drivers hit their brakes. The truck ahead would veer, skidding, slamming sideways. An unholy shriek would bounce off the hard walls and race toward her, all-consuming. Horns, alarms, brakes, people screaming.

      And then Audrey would see huge blocks of concrete peeling from the ceiling, dragging with them a tangle of metal veins and sinews. The tunnel spilling its guts. That held the structure up. That held the city of Montréal up.

      Until today.

      And then, and then… the oval of daylight, the end of the tunnel, would close. Like an eye.

      And then, darkness.

      And the long, long wait. To be crushed.

      Every morning and each evening, as Audrey Villeneuve drove through the engineering marvel that linked one end of the city with another, it collapsed.

      “It’ll be all right.” She laughed to herself. At herself. “It’ll be all right.”

      She cranked the music louder and sang loudly to herself.

      But still her hands on the steering wheel tingled, then grew cold and numb, and her heart pounded. A wave of slush whacked her windshield. The wipers swept it away, leaving a half moon of streaky visibility.

      Traffic slowed. Then stopped.

      Audrey’s eyes widened. This had never happened before. Moving through the tunnel was bad enough. Stopped in it was inconceivable. Her brain froze.

      “It’ll be all right.” But she couldn’t hear her voice, so thin was her breath and so great the howl in her head.

      She locked the door with her elbow. Not to keep anyone out, but to keep herself in. A feeble attempt to stop herself from flinging open the door and running, running, screaming out of the tunnel. She gripped the wheel. Tight. Tight. Tighter.

      Her eyes darted to the slush-spattered wall, the ceiling, the far wall.

      The cracks.

      Dear God, cracks.

      And the half-hearted attempts to plaster over them.

      Not to repair them, but hide them.

      That doesn’t mean the tunnel will collapse, she assured herself.

      But the cracks widened and consumed her reason. All the monsters of her imagination became real and were squeezing out, reaching out, from between those faults.

      She turned the music off so she could concentrate, hyper-vigilant. The car ahead inched forward. Then stopped.

      “Go, go, go,” she pleaded.

      But Audrey Villeneuve was trapped and terrified. With nowhere to go. The tunnel was bad, but what waited for her in the gray December sunlight was worse.

      For days, weeks, months – even years, if she was being honest – she’d known. Monsters existed. They lived in cracks in tunnels, and in dark alleys, and in neat row houses. They had names like Frankenstein and Dracula, and Martha and David and Pierre. And you almost always found them where you least expected.

      She glanced into the rearview mirror and met two frightened brown eyes. But in the reflection she also saw her salvation. Her silver bullet. Her wooden stake.

      It was a pretty party dress.

      She’d spent hours sewing it. Time she could have, should have, spent wrapping Christmas gifts for her husband and daughters. Time she could have, should have, spent baking shortbread stars and angels and jolly snowmen, with candy buttons and gumdrop eyes.

      Instead, each night when she got home Audrey Villeneuve went straight to the basement, to her sewing machine. Hunched over the emerald green fabric, she’d stitched into that party dress all her hopes.

      She would put it on that night, walk into the Christmas party, scan the room and feel surprised eyes on her. In her clingy green dress, frumpy Audrey Villeneuve would be the center of attention. But it wasn’t made to get everyone’s attention. Just one man’s. And when she had that, she could relax.

      She’d hand over her burden, and get on with life. The faults would be repaired. The fissures closed. The monsters returned to where they belonged.

      The exit to the Champlain Bridge was in sight. It wasn’t what she normally took, but this was far from a normal day.

      Audrey put on her signal and saw the man in the next car give her a sour look. Where did she think she was going? They were all trapped. But Audrey Villeneuve was more trapped. The man gave her the finger, but she took no offense. In Québec it was as casual as a friendly wave. If the Québécois ever designed a car, the hood ornament would be a middle finger. Normally she’d give him a “friendly wave” back, but she had other things on her mind.

      She edged into the far right lane, toward the exit to the bridge. The wall of the tunnel was just feet away. She could have stuck her fist into one of the holes.

      “It’ll be all right.”

      Audrey Villeneuve knew it would be many things, but all right probably wasn’t one of them.
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      “Get your own fucking duck,” said Ruth, and held Rosa a little closer. A living eiderdown.

      Constance Pineault smiled and stared ahead. Four days ago it would never have occurred to her to get a duck, but now she actually envied Ruth her Rosa. And not just for the warmth the duck provided on the bitter, biting December day.

      Four days ago it would never have occurred to her to leave her comfortable chair by the bistro fireplace to sit on an icy bench beside a woman who was either drunk or demented. But here she was.

      Four days ago Constance Pineault didn’t know that warmth came in many forms. As did sanity. But now she knew.

      “Deee-fenssssse,” Ruth shouted at the young players on the frozen pond. “For God’s sake, Aimée Patterson, Rosa could do better.”

      Aimée skated past and Constance heard her say something that might have been “duck.” Or “puck.” Or… 

      “They adore me,” Ruth said to Constance. Or Rosa. Or the thin air.

      “They’re afraid of you,” said Constance.

      Ruth gave her a sharp assessing glance. “Are you still here? I thought you’d died.”

      Constance laughed, a puff of humor that floated over the village green and joined the wood smoke from the chimneys.

      Four days ago she thought she’d had her last laugh. But ankle-deep in snow and freezing her bottom off beside Ruth, she’d discovered more. Hidden away. Here in Three Pines. Where laughter was kept.

      The two women watched the activity on the village green in silence, except for the odd quack, which Constance hoped was the duck.

      Though much the same age, the elderly women were opposites. Where Constance was soft, Ruth was hard. Where her hair was silky and long, and done in a neat bun, Ruth’s was coarse and chopped short. Where Constance was rounded, Ruth was sharp. All edges and edgy.

      Rosa stirred and flapped her wings. Then she slid off Ruth’s lap onto the snowy bench and waddled the few paces to Constance. Climbing onto Constance’s lap, Rosa settled.

      Ruth’s eyes narrowed. But she didn’t move.

      It had snowed day and night since Constance had arrived in Three Pines. Having lived in Montréal all her adult life, she’d forgotten snow could be quite so beautiful. Snow, in her experience, was something that needed to be removed. It was a chore that fell from the sky.

      But this was the snow of her childhood. Joyful, playful, bright and clean. The more the merrier. It was a toy.

      It covered the fieldstone homes and clapboard homes and rose brick homes that ringed the village green. It covered the bistro and the bookstore, the boulangerie and the general store. It seemed to Constance that an alchemist was at work, and Three Pines was the result. Conjured from thin air and deposited in this valley. Or perhaps, like the snow, the tiny village had fallen from the sky, to provide a soft landing for those who’d also fallen.

      When Constance had first arrived and parked outside Myrna’s bookstore, she’d been worried when the flurries intensified into a blizzard.

      “Should I move my car?” Constance had asked Myrna before they went up to bed. Myrna had stood at the window of her New and Used Bookstore and considered the question.

      “I think it’s fine where it is.”

      It’s fine where it is.

      And it was. Constance had had a restless night, listening for the sirens from the snow plows. For the warning to dig her car out and move it. The windows of her room had rattled as the wind whipped the snow against it. She could hear the blizzard howl through the trees and past the solid homes. Like something alive and on the hunt. Finally Constance drifted off to sleep, warm under the duvet. When she awoke, the storm had blown by. Constance went to the window, expecting to see her car buried, just a white mound under the foot of new snow. Instead, the road had been plowed and all the cars dug out.

      It’s fine where it is.

      And so, finally, was she.

      For four days and four nights snow had continued to fall, before Billy Williams returned with his plow. And until that happened, the village of Three Pines was snowed in, cut off. But it didn’t matter, since everything they needed was right there.

      Slowly, seventy-seven-year-old Constance Pineault realized she was fine, not because she had a bistro, but because she had Olivier and Gabri’s bistro. There wasn’t just a bookstore, there was Myrna’s bookstore, Sarah’s bakery, and Monsieur Béliveau’s general store.

      She’d arrived a self-sufficient city woman, and now she was covered in snow, sitting on a bench beside a crazy person, and she had a duck on her lap.

      Who was nuts now?

      But Constance Pineault knew, far from being crazy, she’d finally come to her senses.

      “I came to ask if you’d like a drink,” said Constance.

      “For chrissake, old woman, why didn’t you say that in the first place?” Ruth stood and brushed the flakes off her cloth coat.

      Constance also rose and handed Rosa back to Ruth, saying, “Duck off.”

      Ruth snorted and accepted the duck, and the words.

      Olivier and Gabri were walking over from the B and B, and met them on the road.

      “It’s a gay blizzard,” said Ruth.

      “I used to be as pure as the driven snow,” Gabri confided in Constance. “Then I drifted.”

      Olivier and Constance laughed.

      “Channeling Mae West?” said Ruth. “Won’t Ethel Merman be jealous?”

      “Plenty of room in there for everyone,” said Olivier, eyeing his large partner.

      Constance had had no dealings with homosexuals before this, at least not that she knew of. All she knew about them was that they were “they.” Not “us.” And “they” were unnatural. At her most charitable, she’d considered homosexuals defective. Diseased.

      But mostly, if she thought of them at all, it was with disapproval. Even disgust.

      Until four days ago. Until the snow began to fall, and the little village in the valley was cut off. Until she’d discovered that Olivier, the man she’d been cool to, had dug her car out. Unasked. Without comment.

      Until she’d seen, from her bedroom window in Myrna’s loft above the bookstore, Gabri trudging, head bent against the blowing snow, carrying coffee and warm croissants for villagers who couldn’t make it to the bistro for breakfast.

      As she watched, he delivered the food, then shoveled their porches and stairs and front walks.

      And then left. And went to the next home.

      Constance felt Olivier’s strong hand on her arm, holding her secure. If a stranger came into the village at this moment, what would he think? That Gabri and Olivier were her sons?

      She hoped so.

      Constance stepped through the door and smelled the now familiar scent of the bistro. The dark wood beams and wide-plank pine floors were permeated with more than a century of maple-wood fires and strong coffee.

      “Over here.”

      Constance followed the voice. The mullioned windows were letting in whatever daylight was available, but it was still dim. Her eyes went to the large stone hearths at either end of the bistro, lit with cheery fires and surrounded by comfortable sofas and armchairs. In the center of the room, between the fires and sitting areas, antique pine tables were set with silverware and mismatched bone china. A large, bushy Christmas tree stood in a corner, its red, blue, and green lights on, a haphazard array of baubles and beads and icicles hung from the branches.

      A few patrons sat in armchairs nursing cafés au lait or hot chocolates, and read day-old newspapers in French and English.

      The shout had come from the far end of the room, and while Constance couldn’t yet clearly see the woman, she knew perfectly well who had spoken.

      “I got you a tea.” Myrna was standing, waiting for them by one of the fireplaces.

      “You’d better be talking to her,” said Ruth, taking the best seat by the fire and putting her feet on the hassock.

      Constance hugged Myrna and felt the soft flesh under the thick sweater. Though Myrna was a large black woman at least twenty years her junior, she felt, and smelt, like Constance’s mother. It had given Constance a turn at first, as though someone had shoved her slightly off balance. But then she’d come to look forward to these embraces.

      Constance sipped her tea, watched the flames flicker, and half listened as Myrna and Ruth talked about the latest shipment of books, delayed by the snow.

      She felt herself nodding off in the warmth.

      Four days. And she had two gay sons, a large black mother, a demented poet for a friend and was considering getting a duck.

      It was not what she’d expected from this visit.

      She became pensive, mesmerized by the fire. She wasn’t at all sure Myrna understood why she’d come. Why she’d contacted her after so many years. It was vital that Myrna understand, but now time was running out.

      “Snow’s letting up,” said Clara Morrow. She ran her hands through her hair, trying to tame her hat head, but she only made it worse.

      Constance roused and realized she’d missed Clara’s arrival.

      She’d met Clara her very first night in Three Pines. She and Myrna had been invited over for dinner, and while Constance yearned for a quiet dinner alone with Myrna, she didn’t know how to politely decline. So they’d put on their coats and boots and trudged over.

      It was supposed to be just the three of them, which was bad enough, but then Ruth Zardo and her duck had arrived and the evening went from bad to a fiasco. Rosa, the duck, had muttered what sounded like “Fuck, fuck, fuck” the whole night, while Ruth had spent the evening drinking, swearing, insulting and interrupting.

      Constance had heard of her, of course. The Governor General’s Award–winning poet was as close as Canada came to having a demented, embittered poet laureate.

      Who hurt you once / so far beyond repair / that you would greet each overture / with curling lip? 

      It was, Constance realized as the evening ground on, a good question. One she was tempted to ask the crazy poet, but didn’t for fear she’d be asked it in return.

      Clara had made omelettes with melted goat cheese. A tossed salad and warm, fresh baguettes completed the meal. They’d eaten in the large kitchen, and when the meal was over and Myrna made coffee, and Ruth and Rosa retired to the living room, Clara had taken her into the studio. It was cramped, filled with brushes and palettes and canvasses. It smelled of oil and turpentine and ripe banana.

      “Peter would’ve pestered me to clean this up,” said Clara, looking at the mess.

      Clara had talked about her separation from her husband over dinner. Constance had plastered a sympathetic look on her face and wondered if she could possibly crawl out the bathroom window. Surely dying in a snow bank couldn’t be all that bad, could it?

      And now here Clara was again talking about her husband. Her estranged husband. It was like parading around in her underwear. Revealing her intimates. It was unsightly and unseemly and unnecessary. And Constance just wanted to go home.

      From the living room she heard, “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” She didn’t know, and no longer cared, whether it was the duck or the poet who was saying it.

      Clara walked past an easel. The ghostly outline of what might become a man was just visible on the canvas. Without much enthusiasm, Constance followed Clara to the far end of her studio. Clara turned on a lamp and a small painting was illuminated.

      At first it seemed uninteresting, certainly unremarkable.

      “I’d like to paint you, if you don’t mind,” Clara had said, not looking at her guest.

      Constance bristled. Had Clara recognized her? Did she know who Constance was?

      “I don’t think so,” she’d replied, her voice firm.

      “I understand,” Clara had said. “Not sure I’d want to be painted either.”

      “Why not?”

      “Too afraid of what someone might see.”

      Clara had smiled, then walked back to the door. Constance followed, after taking one last look at the tiny painting. It was of Ruth Zardo, who was now passed out and snoring on Clara’s sofa. In this painting the old poet was clutching a blue shawl at her neck, her hands thin and claw-like. The veins and sinews of her neck showed through the skin, translucent, like onion paper.

      Clara had captured Ruth’s bitterness, her loneliness, her rage. Constance now found it almost impossible to look away from the portrait.

      At the door to the studio she looked back. Her eyes weren’t that sharp anymore, but they didn’t have to be, to see what Clara had really captured. It was Ruth. But it was someone else too. An image Constance remembered from a childhood on her knees.

      It was the mad old poet, but it was also the Virgin Mary. The mother of God. Forgotten, resentful. Left behind. Glaring at a world that no longer remembered what she’d given it.

      Constance was relieved she’d refused Clara’s request to paint her. If this was how she saw the mother of God, what would Clara see in her?

      Later in the evening, Constance had drifted, apparently aimlessly, back to the studio door.

      The single light still shone on the portrait, and even from the door Constance could see that her host hadn’t simply painted mad Ruth. Nor had she simply painted forgotten and embittered Mary. The elderly woman was staring into the distance. Into a dark and lonely future. But. But. Just there. Just slightly out of reach. Just becoming visible. There was something else.

      Clara had captured despair, but she’d also captured hope.

      Constance had taken her coffee and rejoined Ruth and Rosa, Clara and Myrna. She’d listened to them then. And she’d begun, just begun, to understand what it might be like to be able to put more than a name to a face.

      That had been four days ago.

      And now she was packed and ready to leave. Just one last cup of tea in the bistro, and she’d be off.

      “Don’t go.”

      Myrna had spoken softly.

      “I have to.”

      Constance broke eye contact with Myrna. It was altogether too intimate. Instead, she looked out the frosted windows, to the snow-covered village. It was dusk and Christmas lights were appearing on trees and homes.

      “Can I come back? For Christmas?”

      There was a long, long silence. And all Constance’s fears returned, crawling out of that silence. She dropped her eyes to her hands, neatly folded in her lap.

      She’d exposed herself. Been tricked into thinking she was safe, she was liked, she was welcome.

      Then she felt a large hand on her hand and she looked up.

      “I’d love that,” Myrna said, and smiled. “We’ll have such fun.”

      “Fun?” asked Gabri, plopping onto the sofa.

      “Constance is coming back for Christmas.”

      “Wonderful. You can come to the carol service on Christmas Eve. We do all the favorites. ‘Silent Night.’ ‘The First Noël’ —”

      “ ‘The Twelve Gays of Christmas,’ ” said Clara.

      “ ‘It Came Upon a Midnight Queer,’ ” said Myrna.

      “The classics,” said Gabri. “Though this year we’re practicing a new one.”

      “Not ‘O Holy Night,’ I hope,” said Constance. “Not sure I’m ready for that one.”

      Gabri laughed. “No. ‘The Huron Carol.’ Do you know it?” He sang a few bars of the old Québécois carol.

      “I love that one,” she said. “But no one does it anymore.”

      Though it shouldn’t have surprised her that in this little village she’d find something else that had been all but lost to the outside world.

      Constance said her good-byes, and to calls of “À bientôt!,” she and Myrna walked to her car.

      Constance started it to warm up. It was getting too dark to play hockey and the kids were just leaving the rink, wobbling through the snow on their skates, using their hockey sticks for balance.

      It was now or never, Constance knew.

      “We used to do that,” she said, and Myrna followed her gaze.

      “Play hockey?”

      Constance nodded. “We had our own team. Our father would coach us. Mama would cheer. It was Frère André’s favorite sport.”

      She met Myrna’s eyes. There, she thought. Done. The dirty secret was finally out in the open. When she returned, Myrna would have lots of questions. And finally, finally, Constance knew she would answer them.

      Myrna watched her friend leave, and thought no more of that conversation.
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      “Think carefully,” said Armand Gamache. His voice was almost neutral. Almost. But there was no mistaking the look in his deep brown eyes.

      They were hard, and cold. And unyielding.

      He stared at the agent over his half-moon reading glasses and waited.

      The conference room grew quiet. The shuffling of papers, the slight and insolent whispering, died out. Even the amused glances stopped.

      And all focused on Chief Inspector Gamache.

      Beside him, Inspector Isabelle Lacoste shifted her glance from the Chief to the assembled agents and inspectors. It was the weekly briefing for the homicide department of the Sûreté du Québec. A gathering meant to exchange ideas and information on cases under investigation. Where once it had been collaborative, now it was an hour she’d come to dread.

      And if she felt like that, how did the Chief Inspector feel?

      It was hard to tell anymore, what the Chief really felt and thought.

      Isabelle Lacoste knew him better than anyone else in the room. Had served with him longest, she realized with surprise. The rest of the old guard had been transferred out, either by request or on the orders of Chief Superintendent Francoeur.

      And this rabble had been transferred in.

      The most successful homicide department in the nation had been gutted, replaced with lazy, insolent, incompetent thugs. Or were they incompetent? Certainly as homicide investigators they were, but was that really their job?

      Of course not. She, and she suspected Gamache, knew why these men and women were really there. And it wasn’t to solve murders.

      Despite this, Chief Inspector Gamache still managed to command them. To control them. Just barely. The balance was tipping, Lacoste could feel it. Every day more new agents were brought in. She could see them exchanging knowing smiles.

      Lacoste felt her bile rise.

      The madness of crowds. Madness had invaded their department. And every day Chief Inspector Gamache reined it in and took control. But even that was slipping. How much longer could he hold out before losing his grip completely?

      Inspector Lacoste had many fears, most to do with her young son and daughter. Of something happening to them. She knew those fears were for the most part irrational.

      But the fear of what would happen if the Chief Inspector lost control was not irrational.

      She caught the eye of one of the older agents as he slumped in his chair, his arms folded across his chest. Apparently bored. Inspector Lacoste gave him a censorious look. He lowered his eyes and turned red.

      Ashamed of himself. As well he should be.

      As she glared, he sat upright and uncrossed his arms.

      She nodded. A victory, though small and doubtless temporary. But even those, these days, counted.

      Inspector Lacoste turned back to Gamache. His large hands were folded neatly on the table. Resting on the weekly report. A pen, unused, lay beside it. His right hand trembled slightly, and she hoped no one else noticed.

      He was clean-shaven and looked every inch what he was. A man on the far side of fifty. Not necessarily handsome, but distinguished. More like a professor than a cop. More like an explorer than a hunter. He smelled of sandalwood with a hint of rose and wore a jacket and tie in to work every day.

      His dark hair was graying and groomed and curled a little at the temples and around his ears. His face was lined, from age and care and laughter. Though those lines weren’t getting much of a workout lately. And there was, and always would be, that scar at his left temple. A reminder of events neither of them could ever forget.

      His six-foot frame was large, substantial. Not exactly muscular, but neither was he fat. He was solid.

      Solid, thought Lacoste. Like the mainland. Like a headland, facing a vast ocean. Was the now relentless buffeting beginning to wear deeper lines and crevices? Were cracks beginning to show?

      At this moment Chief Inspector Gamache showed no sign of erosion. He stared at the offending agent, and even Lacoste couldn’t help feeling just a little sympathy. This new agent had mistaken the mainland for a sandbar. And now, too late, realized what he’d come up against.

      She could see the insolence turn to disquiet, then to alarm. He turned to his friends for support, but like a pack of hyenas, they backed off. Almost anxious to see him torn apart.

      Until this moment, Lacoste hadn’t realized how willing the pack was to turn on their own. Or, at least, to refuse to help.

      She glanced at Gamache, at his steady eyes not leaving the squirming agent, and she knew that was what the Chief was doing. Testing them. Testing their loyalty. He’d cut one from the pack and waited to see if any would come to the rescue.

      But they did not.

      Isabelle Lacoste relaxed a little. Chief Inspector Gamache was still in control.

      Gamache continued to stare at the agent. Now the others fidgeted. One even got up with a sullen “I’ve got work to do.”

      “Sit down,” said the Chief, not looking at him. And he dropped like a rock.

      Gamache waited. And waited.

      “Désolé, patron,” said the agent at last. “I haven’t interviewed that suspect yet.”

      The words slid down the table. A rotten admission. They’d all heard this agent lie about the interview, and now they waited to see what the Chief Inspector would do. How he’d maul this man.

      “We’ll talk about this after the meeting,” said Gamache.

      “Yessir.”

      The reaction around the table was immediate.

      Sly smiles. After a display of strength on the Chief’s part, they now sensed weakness. Had he ripped the agent to shreds they’d have respected him. Feared him. But now they only smelled blood.

      And Isabelle Lacoste thought, God help me, even I wish the Chief had humiliated, disgraced this agent. Nailed him to the wall, as a warning to anyone else who’d cross Chief Inspector Gamache.

      This far and no farther.

      But Isabelle Lacoste had been in the Sûreté long enough to know how much easier it was to shoot than to talk. How much easier it was to shout than to be reasonable. How much easier it was to humiliate and demean and misuse authority than to be dignified and courteous, even to those who were themselves none of those things.

      How much more courage it took to be kind than to be cruel.

      But times had changed. The Sûreté had changed. It was now a culture that rewarded cruelty. That promoted it.

      Chief Inspector Gamache knew that. And yet he’d just exposed his neck. Was it on purpose? Lacoste wondered. Or was he really so weakened?

      She no longer knew.

      What she did know was that over the past six months the Chief Inspector had watched his department being gutted, bastardized. His work dismantled. He’d watched those loyal to him leave. Or turn against him.

      He’d put up a fight at first, but been pounded down. Time and again, she’d seen him return to his office after arguing with the Chief Superintendent. Gamache had come back defeated. And now, it seemed, he had little fight left in him.

      “Next,” said Gamache.

      And so it went, for an hour. Each agent trying Gamache’s patience. But the headland held. No sign of crumbling, no sign this had any effect at all on the Chief. Finally the meeting was over and Gamache rose. Inspector Lacoste rose too and there was a hesitation before first one then the rest of the agents got to their feet. At the door the Chief Inspector turned and looked at the agent who’d lied. Just a glance, but it was enough. The agent fell in behind Gamache and followed him to the Chief’s office. Just as the door closed Inspector Lacoste caught a fleeting look on the Chief’s face.

      Of exhaustion.

       

      “Sit down.” Gamache pointed to a chair, then he himself sat in the swivel chair behind his desk. The agent tried on some bravado, but that faded before the stern face.

      When he spoke, the Chief’s voice carried an effortless authority.

      “Are you happy here?”

      The question surprised the agent. “I suppose.”

      “You can do better than that. It’s a simple question. Are you happy here?”

      “I have no choice but to be here.”

      “You have a choice. You could quit. You’re not indentured. And I suspect you’re not the fool you pretend to be.”

      “I don’t pretend to be a fool.”

      “No? Then what would you call failing to interview a key suspect in a homicide investigation? What would you call lying about it to someone you must have known would see through that lie?”

      But it was clear that the agent never thought he’d be caught. It had certainly never occurred to him that he’d find himself alone in the Chief’s office, about to be chewed out.

      But mostly, it never occurred to him that, instead of ripping into him, tearing him to shreds, Chief Inspector Gamache would simply stare at him, with thoughtful eyes.

      “I would call it foolish,” admitted the agent.

      Gamache continued to watch him. “I don’t care what you think of me. I don’t care what you think of your assignment here. You’re right, your being here wasn’t your choice, or mine. You’re not a trained homicide investigator. But you are an agent in the Sûreté du Québec, one of the great police forces in the world.”

      The agent smirked, then his expression shifted to mild surprise.

      The Chief Inspector wasn’t joking. He actually believed it. Believed the Sûreté du Québec was a great and effective police force. A breakwater between the citizens and those who would do them harm.

      “You came from the Serious Crimes division, I believe.”

      The agent nodded.

      “You must have seen some terrible things.”

      The agent sat very still.

      “Difficult not to grow cynical,” said the Chief quietly. “Here we deal with one thing. There’s a great advantage in that. We become specialists. The disadvantage is what we deal with. Death. Every time the phone rings, it’s about a loss of life. Sometimes accidental. Sometimes it’s suicide. Sometimes it turns out to be natural. But most of the time it’s very unnatural. Which is when we step in.”

      The agent looked deeply into those eyes and believed he saw, just for an instant, the terrible deaths that had piled up, day and night, for years. The young and the old. The children. The fathers and mothers and daughters and sons. Killed. Murdered. Lives taken. And the bodies laid at the feet of this man.

      It seemed Death had joined their meeting, making the atmosphere stale and close.

      “Do you know what I’ve learned, after three decades of death?” Gamache asked, leaning toward the agent and lowering his voice.

      Despite himself, the agent leaned forward.

      “I’ve learned how precious life is.”

      The agent looked at him, expecting more, and when no more came he slumped back in his chair.

      “The work you do isn’t trivial,” said the Chief. “People are counting on you. I’m counting on you. Please take it seriously.”

      “Yessir.”

      Gamache rose and the agent got to his feet. The Chief walked him to the door and nodded as the man left.

      Everyone in the homicide office had been watching, waiting for the explosion. Waiting for Chief Inspector Gamache to rip into the offending agent. Even Lacoste waited, and wanted it.

      But nothing had happened.

      The other agents exchanged glances, no longer bothering to hide their satisfaction. The legendary Chief Inspector Gamache was a straw man after all. Not quite on his knees, but close.

      Gamache looked up from his reading when Lacoste knocked.

      “May I come in, patron?” she asked.

      “Of course.” He got up and indicated the chair.

      Lacoste closed the door, knowing some, if not all, of the agents in the large room would still be watching. But she didn’t care. They could go to hell.

      “They wanted to see you tear into him.”

      The Chief Inspector nodded. “I know.” He looked at her closely. “And you, Isabelle?”

      There was no use lying to the Chief. She sighed.

      “Part of me wanted to see that too. But for different reasons.”

      “And what were your reasons?”

      She jerked her head in the direction of the agents. “It would show them you can’t be pushed around. Brutality is all they understand.”

      Gamache considered that for a moment, then nodded. “You’re right, of course. And I have to admit, I was tempted.” He smiled at her. It had taken him a while to get used to seeing Isabelle Lacoste sitting across from him, instead of Jean-Guy Beauvoir.

      “I think that young man once believed in his job,” said Gamache, looking through the internal window as the agent picked up his phone. “I think they all did. I honestly believe most agents join the Sûreté because they want to help.”

      “To serve and protect?” Lacoste asked, with a small smile.

      “Service, Integrity, Justice,” he quoted the Sûreté motto. “Old-fashioned, I know.” He lifted his hands in surrender.

      “So what changed?” asked Lacoste.

      “Why do decent young men and women become bullies? Why do soldiers dream of being heroes but end up abusing prisoners and shooting civilians? Why do politicians become corrupt? Why do cops beat suspects senseless and break the laws they’re meant to protect?”

      The agent that Gamache had just been speaking with was talking on the phone. Despite the taunts of the other agents, he was doing what Gamache had asked of him.

      “Because they can?” asked Lacoste.

      “Because everyone else does,” said Gamache, sitting forward. “Corruption and brutality are modeled and expected and rewarded. It becomes normal. And anyone who stands up to it, who tells them it’s wrong, is beaten down. Or worse.” Gamache shook his head. “No, I can’t condemn those young agents for losing their way. It’s a rare person who wouldn’t.”

      The Chief looked at her and smiled.

      “So you ask why I didn’t rip him apart when I could have? That’s why. And before you mistake it for heroics on my part, it wasn’t. It was selfish. I needed to prove to myself that I hadn’t yet fallen that far. I have to admit, it’s tempting.”

      “To join Chief Superintendent Francoeur?” asked Lacoste, amazed at the admission.

      “No, to create my own stinking mess in response.”

      He stared at her, seeming to weigh his words.

      “I know what I’m doing, Isabelle,” he said quietly. “Trust me.”

      “I shouldn’t have doubted.”

      And Isabelle Lacoste saw how the rot started. How it happened, not overnight, but by degrees. A small doubt broke the skin. Then an infection set in. Questioning. Critical. Cynical. Distrustful.

      Lacoste looked at the agent that Gamache had spoken to. He’d put down the phone and was making notes on his computer, trying to do his job. But his colleagues were taunting him, and as Inspector Lacoste watched, the agent stopped typing and turned to them. And smiled. One of them, again.

      Inspector Lacoste returned her attention to Chief Inspector Gamache. Never, ever, would she have believed it possible for her to be disloyal to him. But if it could happen to those other agents, who’d been decent once, maybe it could happen to her. Maybe it already had. As more and more of Francoeur’s agents were transferred in, as more and more of them challenged Gamache, believing him to be weak, maybe it was seeping into her too, by association.

      Maybe she was beginning to doubt him.

      Six months ago she’d never have questioned how the Chief disciplined a subordinate. But now she had. And part of her had wondered if what she’d seen, what they’d all seen, wasn’t weakness after all.

      “Whatever happens, Isabelle,” said Gamache, “you must trust yourself. Do you understand?”

      He was looking at her with great intensity, as though trying to place those words not simply in her head, but someplace deeper. Some secret, safe place.

      She nodded.

      He smiled, breaking the tension. “Bon. Is that what you came to say, or is there more?”

      It took her a moment to remember and it was only in noticing the Post-it note in her hand that it came back to her.

      “A call came in a few minutes ago. I didn’t want to disturb you. I’m not sure if it’s personal or professional.”

      He put on his glasses and read the note, then frowned.

      “I’m not sure either.” Gamache leaned back in his chair. His jacket opened and Lacoste noticed the Glock in the holster on his belt. She couldn’t quite get used to seeing it there. The Chief loathed guns.

      Matthew 10:36.

      It was one of the first things she’d been taught when she’d joined the homicide division. She could still see Chief Inspector Gamache, sitting where he was now.

      “Matthew 10:36,” he’d said. “And a man’s foes shall be they of his own household. Never forget that, Agent Lacoste.”

      She’d assumed he’d meant that in a murder investigation, the family was the place to start. But now she knew it meant much more than that. Chief Inspector Gamache wore a weapon. Inside Sûreté headquarters. Inside his own household.

      Gamache picked the Post-it note off his desk. “Care for a drive? We can be there for lunch.”

      Lacoste was surprised but didn’t need to be asked twice.

      “Who’ll be left in charge?” she asked, as she grabbed her coat.

      “Who’s in charge now?”

      “You, of course, patron.”

      “How nice of you to say that, but we both know it isn’t true. I just hope we didn’t leave any matches lying around.”

      As the door closed, Gamache heard the agent he’d spoken with say to the others, “It’s about life…”

      He was lampooning the Chief, in a high, childish voice. Making him sound idiotic.

      The Chief walked down the long corridor to the elevator, and smiled.

      In the elevator, they watched the numbers. 15, 14… 

      The other person in the elevator got out, leaving them alone.

      … 13, 12, 11… 

      Lacoste was tempted to ask the one question that must never be overheard.

      She looked at the Chief, watching the numbers. Relaxed. But she knew him enough to recognize the new lines, the deeper lines. The darker circles under his eyes.

      Yes, she thought, let’s get out of here. Cross the bridge, get off the island. As far from this damned place as we can.

      8… 7… 6… 

      “Sir?”

      “Oui?” 

      He turned to her and she saw, again, the weariness that came in unguarded moments. And she hadn’t the heart to ask what had happened to Jean-Guy Beauvoir. Gamache’s second in command before her. Her own mentor. Gamache’s protégé. And more than that.

      For fifteen years Gamache and Beauvoir had been a formidable team. Twenty years younger than the Chief Inspector, Jean-Guy Beauvoir was being groomed to take over.

      And then suddenly, coming back from a case at a remote abbey a few months earlier, Inspector Beauvoir had been transferred out, into Chief Superintendent Francoeur’s own department.

      It had been a mess.

      Lacoste had tried to ask Beauvoir what’d happened, but the Inspector wanted nothing to do with anyone from homicide, and Chief Inspector Gamache had issued an order. No one in homicide was to have anything to do with Jean-Guy Beauvoir.

      He was to be shunned. Disappeared. Made invisible.

      Not only persona non grata, but persona non exista.

      Isabelle Lacoste could hardly believe it. And the passage of time hadn’t made it more believable.

      3… 2… 

      That was what she wanted to ask.

      Was it true?

      She wondered if it was a ruse, a way to get Beauvoir into Francoeur’s camp. To try to figure out what the Chief Superintendent was up to.

      Surely Gamache and Beauvoir were still allies in this dangerous game.

      But as the months passed, Beauvoir’s behavior had grown more erratic and Gamache had grown more resolute. And the gulf between them had grown into an ocean. And now they appeared to inhabit two different worlds.

      As she followed Gamache to his car, Lacoste realized she hadn’t asked the question to spare his feelings, but her own. She didn’t want the answer. She wanted to believe that Beauvoir remained loyal, and Gamache had a hope of stopping whatever plan Francoeur had in place.

      “Would you like to drive?” Gamache asked, offering her the keys.

      “With pleasure.”

      She drove through the Ville-Marie Tunnel, then up onto the Champlain Bridge. Gamache was silent, looking at the half-frozen St. Lawrence River far below. The traffic slowed almost to a stop once they approached the very top of the span. Lacoste, who was not at all afraid of heights, felt queasy. It was one thing to drive over the bridge, another thing to be stopped within feet of the low rail. And the long plunge.

      She could see, far below, sheets of ice butting against each other in the cold current. Slush, like sludge, moved slowly under the bridge.

      Beside her, Chief Inspector Gamache inhaled sharply, then exhaled and fidgeted. She remembered that he was afraid of heights. Lacoste noticed his hands were balled into fists, which he was tightening, then releasing. Tightening. Releasing.

      “About Inspector Beauvoir,” she heard herself say. It felt a bit like jumping from the bridge.

      He looked as though she’d slapped him. Which was, she realized, her goal. To slap him. Break the squirreling in his head.

      She couldn’t, of course, physically hit Chief Inspector Gamache. But she could emotionally. And she had.

      “Yes?” He looked at her but neither his voice nor his expression was encouraging.

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      The car ahead moved a few feet, then put on its brakes. They were almost at the top of the span. The highest point.

      “No.”

      He’d slapped her back. And she felt the sting.

      They sat in uncomfortable silence for a minute or so. But Lacoste noticed the Chief was no longer flexing his fists. Now he just stared out the window. And she wondered if she might have hit him too hard.

      Then his face changed and Lacoste realized he was no longer looking at the dark waters of the St. Lawrence, but to the side of the bridge. They’d crested and could now see what the delay was. Police cars and an ambulance were blocking the far right lane, just where the bridge connected with the south shore.

      A covered body, strapped to a wire basket, was being hauled up the embankment. Lacoste crossed herself, through force of habit and not out of any faith that it would make a difference to the dead or the living.

      Gamache did not cross himself. Instead he stared.

      The death had occurred on the south shore of Montréal. It wasn’t their territory, and not their body. The Sûreté du Québec was responsible for policing all of Québec, except those cities with their own forces. It still left them plenty of territory, and plenty of bodies. But not this one.

      Besides, both Gamache and Lacoste knew that the poor soul was probably a suicide. Driven to despair as the Christmas holidays neared.

      Gamache wondered, as they passed the body swaddled in blankets like a newborn, how bad life would have to be before the cold, gray waters seemed better.

      And then they were past, and the traffic opened up, and soon they were speeding along the autoroute, away from the bridge. Away from the body. Away from Sûreté headquarters. Toward the village of Three Pines.
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      The small bell above the door tinkled as Gamache entered the bookstore. He knocked his boots against the doorjamb, hoping to get some of the snow off.

      It’d been snowing slightly in Montréal when they’d left, just flurries, but the snow had intensified as they’d climbed higher into the mountains south of the city. He heard a muffled thumping as Isabelle Lacoste knocked her boots and followed him inside.

      Had the Chief Inspector been blindfolded he could have described the familiar shop. The walls were lined with bookcases filled with hardcovers and paperbacks. With fiction and biography, science and science fiction. Mysteries and religion. Poetry and cookbooks. It was a room filled with thoughts and feeling and creation and desires. New and used.

      Threadbare Oriental rugs were scattered on the wood floor, giving it the feel of a well-used library in an old country home.

      A cheerful wreath was tacked on the door into Myrna’s New and Used Bookstore, and a Christmas tree stood in a corner. Gifts were piled underneath and there was the slight sweet scent of balsam.

      A black cast-iron woodstove sat in the center of the room, with a kettle simmering on top of it and an armchair on either side.

      It hadn’t changed since the day Gamache had first entered Myrna’s bookstore years before. Right down to the unfashionable floral slipcovers on the sofa and easy chairs in the bay window. Books were piled next to one of the sagging seats and back copies of The New Yorker and National Geographic were scattered on the coffee table.

      It was, Gamache felt, how a sigh might look.

      “Bonjour?” he called and waited. Nothing.

      Stairs led from the back of the bookstore into Myrna’s apartment above. He was about to call up when Lacoste noticed a scribbled note by the cash register.

      Back in ten minutes. Leave money if you buy anything. (Ruth, this means you.) 

      It wasn’t signed. No need. But there was a time written at the top. 11:55.

      Lacoste checked her watch while Gamache turned to the large clock behind the desk. Noon almost exactly.

      They wandered for a few minutes, up and down the aisles. There were equal parts French and English books. Some new, but most used. Gamache became absorbed in the titles, finally selecting a frayed book on the history of cats. He took off his heavy coat and poured himself and Lacoste mugs of tea.

      “Milk, sugar?” he asked.

      “A bit of both, s’il vous plaît,” came her reply from across the room.

      He sat down by the woodstove and opened his book. Lacoste joined him in the other easy chair, sipping her tea.

      “Thinking of getting one?”

      “A cat?” He glanced at the cover of the book. “Non. Florence and Zora want a pet, especially after the last visit. They fell for Henri’s charms and now want a German shepherd of their own.”

      “In Paris?” asked Lacoste, with some amusement.

      “Yes. I don’t think they quite realize they live in Paris,” laughed Gamache, thinking of his young granddaughters. “Reine-Marie told me last night that Daniel and Roslyn are considering getting a cat.”

      “Madame Gamache is in Paris?”

      “For Christmas. I’ll be joining them next week.”

      “Bet you can hardly wait.”

      “Oui,” he said, and went back to his book. Hiding, she thought, the magnitude of his longing. And how much he was missing his wife.

      The sound of a door opening brought Gamache out of the surprisingly riveting history of the tabby. He looked up to see Myrna coming through the door connecting her bookstore to the bistro.

      She carried a bowl of soup and a sandwich, but stopped as soon as she saw them. Then her face broke into a smile as bright as her sweater.

      “Armand, I didn’t expect you to actually come down.”

      Gamache was on his feet, as was Lacoste. Myrna put the dishes on her desk and hugged them both.

      “We’re interrupting your lunch,” he said apologetically.

      “Oh, I only nipped out quickly to get it, in case you called back.” Then she stopped herself and her keen eyes searched his face. “Why’re you here? Has something happened?”

      It was a source of some sadness for Gamache that his presence was almost always greeted with anxiety.

      “Not at all. You left a message and this is our answer.”

      Myrna laughed. “What service. Did you not think to phone?”

      Gamache turned to Lacoste. “Phone. Why didn’t we think of that?”

      “I don’t trust phones,” said Lacoste. “They’re the devil’s work.”

      “Actually, I believe that’s email,” said Gamache, returning to Myrna. “You gave us an excuse to get out of the city for a few hours. And I’m always happy to come here.”

      “Where’s Inspector Beauvoir?” Myrna asked, looking around. “Parking the car?”

      “He’s on another assignment,” said the Chief.

      “I see,” said Myrna, and in the slight pause Armand Gamache wondered what she saw.

      “We need to get you both some lunch,” said Myrna. “Do you mind if we eat it here? More private.”

      A bistro menu was produced, and before long Gamache and Lacoste also had the spécial du jour, soup and a sandwich. Then all three sat in the light of the bay window, Gamache and Lacoste on the sofa and Myrna in the large easy chair, which retained her shape permanently and looked like an extension of the generous woman.

      Gamache stirred the dollop of sour cream into his borscht, watching the deep red turn soft pink and the chunks of beets and cabbage and tender beef mix together.

      “Your message was a little vague,” he said, looking up at Myrna across from him.

      Beside him, Isabelle Lacoste had decided to start with her grilled tomato, basil, and Brie sandwich.

      “I take it that was intentional,” said the Chief.

      He’d known Myrna for a number of years now, since he’d first come to the tiny village of Three Pines on a murder investigation. She’d been a suspect then, now he considered her a friend.

      Sometimes things changed for the better. But sometimes they didn’t.

      He placed the yellow slip of paper on the table beside the basket of baguette.

      Sorry to bother you, but I need your help with something. Myrna Landers 

      Her phone number followed. Gamache had chosen to ignore the number, partly as an excuse to get away from headquarters, but mostly because Myrna had never asked for help before. Whatever it was might not be serious, but it was important to her. And she was important to him.

      He ate the borscht while she considered her words.

      “This really is probably nothing,” she started, then met his eyes and stopped. “I’m worried,” Myrna admitted.

      Gamache put down his spoon and focused completely on his friend.

      Myrna looked out the window and he followed her gaze. There, between the mullions, he saw Three Pines. In every way. Three huge pines dominated the little village. For the first time he realized that they acted as a windbreak, taking the brunt of the billowing snow.

      But still, a thick layer blanketed everything. Not the filthy snow of the city. Here it was almost pure white, broken only by footpaths and the trails of cross-country skis and snowshoes.

      A few adults skated on the rink, pushing shovels ahead of them, clearing the ice while impatient children waited. No two homes around the village green were the same, and Gamache knew each and every one of them. Inside and out. From interrogations and from parties.

      “I had a friend visit last week,” Myrna explained. “She was supposed to come back yesterday and stay through Christmas. She called the night before to say she’d be here in time for lunch, but she never showed.”

      Myrna’s voice was calm. Precise. A perfect witness, as Gamache had come to realize. Nothing superfluous. No interpretation. Just what had happened.

      But her hand holding the spoon shook slightly, so that borscht splashed tiny red beads onto the wood table. And her eyes held a plea. Not for help. They were begging him for reassurance. To tell her she was overreacting, worrying for nothing.

      “About twenty-four hours then,” said Isabelle Lacoste. She’d put down her sandwich and was paying complete attention.

      “That’s not much, right?” said Myrna.

      “With adults we don’t generally start to worry for two days,” said Gamache. “In fact, an official dossier isn’t opened until someone’s been missing for forty-eight hours.” His tone held a “but,” and Myrna waited. “But if someone I cared about had disappeared, I wouldn’t wait forty-eight hours before going looking. You did the right thing.”

      “It might be nothing.”

      “Yes,” said the Chief. And while he didn’t say the words she longed to hear, his very presence was reassuring. “You called her, of course.”

      “I waited until about four yesterday afternoon, then called her home. She doesn’t have a cell phone. I just got the answering machine. I called” – Myrna paused – “a lot. Probably once an hour.”

      “Until?”

      Myrna looked at the clock. “The last time was eleven thirty this morning.”

      “She lives alone?” Gamache asked. His voice had shifted, from serious conversation into inquiry. This was now work.

      Myrna nodded.

      “How old is she?”

      “Seventy-seven.”

      There was a longer pause as the Chief Inspector and Lacoste took that in. The implication was obvious.

      “I called the hospitals, both French and English, last night,” said Myrna, rightly interpreting their train of thought. “And again this morning. Nothing.”

      “She was driving out here?” Gamache confirmed. “Not taking the bus, and not being driven by someone else?”

      Myrna nodded. “She has her own car.”

      She was watching him closely now, trying to interpret the look in his deep brown eyes.

      “She’d have been alone?”

      She nodded again. “What’re you thinking?”

      But he didn’t answer. Instead he reached in his breast pocket for a small notebook and pen. “What’s the make and model of your friend’s car?”

      Lacoste also brought out a pad and pen.

      “I don’t know. It’s a small car. Orangy color.” Seeing that neither wrote that down, Myrna asked, “Does that help?”

      “I don’t suppose you know the license plate number?” asked Lacoste, without much hope. Still, it needed to be asked.

      Myrna shook her head.

      Lacoste brought out her cell phone.

      “They don’t work here, you know,” said Myrna. “The mountains.”

      Lacoste did know that, but had forgotten that there remained pockets of Québec where phones were still attached to the walls. She got up.

      “May I use your phone?”

      “Of course.” Myrna indicated the desk, and when Lacoste moved away, she looked at Gamache.

      “Inspector Lacoste is calling our traffic patrol, to see if there were any accidents on the autoroute or the roads around here.”

      “But I called the hospitals.”

      When Gamache didn’t respond Myrna understood. Not every accident victim needed a hospital. They both watched Lacoste, who was listening on the phone, but not taking notes.

      Gamache wondered if Myrna knew that was a good sign.

      “We need more information, of course,” he said. “What’s your friend’s name?”

      He picked up his pen and pulled his notebook closer. But when there was just silence he looked up.

      Myrna was looking away from him, into the body of her bookstore. He wondered if she’d heard the question.

      “Myrna?”

      She returned her gaze to him, but her mouth remained shut. Tight.

      “Her name?”

      Myrna still hesitated and Gamache tilted his head slightly, surprised.

      Isabelle Lacoste returned and, sitting down, she smiled at Myrna reassuringly. “No serious car accidents on the highway between here and Montréal yesterday.”

      Myrna was relieved, but it was short-lived. She returned her attention to Chief Inspector Gamache, and his unanswered question.

      “You’ll have to tell me,” he said, watching her with increased curiosity.

      “I know.”

      “I don’t understand, Myrna,” he said. “Why don’t you want to tell me?”

      “She might still turn up, and I don’t want to cause her embarrassment.”

      Gamache, who knew Myrna well, knew she wasn’t telling the truth. He stared at her for a moment, then decided to try another tack.

      “Can you describe her for us?”

      Myrna nodded. As she spoke Myrna saw Constance sitting exactly where Armand Gamache was now. Reading and occasionally lowering her book to gaze out the window. Talking to Myrna. Listening. Helping to make dinner upstairs, or sharing a Scotch with Ruth in front of the bistro fireplace.

      She saw Constance getting into her car and waving. Then driving up the hill out of Three Pines.

      And then she was gone.

      Caucasian. Francophone. Approx. five foot four. Slightly overweight, white hair, blue eyes. 77 years of age. 

      That’s what Lacoste had written. That’s what Constance came down to.

      “And her name?” Gamache asked. His voice, now, was firm. He held Myrna’s eyes and she held his.

      “Constance Pineault,” she said at last.

      “Merci,” said Gamache quietly.

      “Is that her nom de naissance?” asked Lacoste.

      When Myrna didn’t answer Lacoste clarified, in case the French phrase had been lost on the Anglophone woman. “The name she was born with or her married name?”

      But Gamache could tell that Myrna understood the question perfectly well. It was the answer that confused her.

      He’d seen this woman afraid, filled with sorrow, joyful, annoyed. Perplexed.

      But he’d never seen her confused. And it was clear by her reaction that it was a foreign state for her too.

      “Neither,” she finally said. “Oh, God, she’d kill me if I told anyone.”

      “We’re not ‘anyone,’ ” said Gamache. The words, while carrying a mild reproach, were said softly, with care.

      “Maybe I should wait some more.”

      “Maybe,” said Gamache.

      He got up and fed two pieces of wood into the stove in the center of the room, then brought back a mug of tea for Myrna.

      “Merci,” she said, and held it between her hands. Her lunch, partly eaten, would not now be finished.

      “Inspector, would you mind trying the home number once more?”

      “Absolument.” Lacoste got up and Myrna scribbled the number on a piece of paper.

      They heard the beep, beep, beeps from across the room as she punched in the numbers. Gamache watched for a moment, then turned to Myrna, lowering his voice.

      “Who is she if not Constance Pineault?”

      Myrna held his eyes. But they both knew she’d tell him. That it was inevitable.

      “Pineault’s the name I know her by,” she said quietly. “The name she uses. It was her mother’s maiden name. Her real name, her nom de naissance, is Constance Ouellet.”

      Myrna watched him, expecting a reaction, but Armand Gamache couldn’t oblige.

      Across the room, Isabelle Lacoste was listening on the phone. Not talking. The phone rang and rang and rang, in an empty home.

      The home of Constance Ouellet. Constance Ouellet.

      Myrna was studying him closely.

      He could have asked. Was tempted to ask. And he certainly would, if he had to. But Gamache wanted to get there on his own. He was curious to see if the missing woman lurked in his memory and, if she did, what his memory said about her.

      The name did sound familiar. But it was vague, ill-defined. If Madame Ouellet lived in his memory, she was several mountain ranges away from today. He cast his mind back, moving rapidly over the terrain.

      He bypassed his own personal life and concentrated on the collective memory of Québec. Constance Ouellet must be a public figure. Or had been. Someone either famous or notorious. A household name, once.

      The more he looked, the more certain he became that she was in there, hiding in some recess of his mind. An elderly woman who didn’t want to come out.

      And now she was missing. Either by choice, or by someone else’s design.

      He brought his hand up to his face as he thought. As he got closer and closer.

      Ouellet. Ouellet. Constance Ouellet.

      Then he inhaled and his eyes narrowed. A faded black and white photo drifted into view. Not of a seventy-seven-year-old woman, but of a smiling, waving girl.

      He’d found her.

      “You know who I’m talking about,” said Myrna, seeing the light in his eyes.

      Gamache nodded.

      But in his search he’d stumbled over some other memory, much more recent. And more worrisome. He got to his feet and walked over to the desk just as Lacoste hung up.

      “Nothing, Chief,” she said and he nodded, taking the receiver from her.

      Myrna rose. “What is it?”

      “Just a thought,” he said, and dialed.

      “Marc Brault.” The voice was clipped, official.

      “Marc, it’s Armand Gamache.”

      “Armand.” The voice became friendly. “How’re you doing?”

      “Fine, thank you. Listen, Marc, I’m sorry to bother you —”

      “No bother at all. What can I help you with?”

      “I’m in the Eastern Townships. As we crossed the Champlain Bridge this morning at about quarter to eleven” – Gamache turned his back on Myrna and lowered his voice – “we noticed your people bringing a body up from the south shore.”

      “And you want to know who it was?”

      “I don’t want to pry into your jurisdiction, but yes.”

      “Let me just look.”

      Gamache could hear the clicking of keys as the head of homicide for the Montréal police accessed his records.

      “Right. Not much on her yet.”

      “A woman?”

      “Yes. Been there for a couple days, apparently. Autopsy scheduled for this afternoon.”

      “Do you suspect murder?”

      “Not likely. Her car was found up above. Looks like she tried to jump from the bridge into the water and missed. Hit the shore and rolled under the bridge. Some workers found her there this morning.”

      “Do you have a name?”

      Gamache prepared himself. Constance Ouellet.

      “Audrey Villeneuve.”

      “Pardon?” asked Gamache.

      “Audrey Villeneuve, it says here. Late thirties. Husband reported her missing two days ago. Didn’t show up for work. Hmmm…”

      “What?” asked Gamache.

      “It’s interesting.”

      “What is?”

      “She worked for the Ministry of Transport, in their roads division.”

      “Was she an inspector? Could she have fallen by accident?”

      “Let me see…” There was a pause while Chief Inspector Brault read the file. “No. She was a senior clerk. Almost certainly suicide, but the autopsy will tell us more. Want me to send it to you, Armand?”

      “No need, but thank you. Joyeux Noël, Marc.”

      Gamache hung up, then turned to face Myrna Landers.

      “What is it?” she asked, and he could see her bracing for what he had to say.

      “A body was brought up from the side of the Champlain Bridge this morning. I was afraid it might be your friend, but it wasn’t.”

      Myrna closed her eyes. Then opened them again.

      “So where is she?”
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      Isabelle Lacoste and Chief Inspector Gamache sat in rush hour traffic, on the approach to the Champlain Bridge back into Montréal. It was barely four thirty, but the sun was down and it felt like midnight. The snow had stopped and Gamache looked past Isabelle Lacoste, out the window, and across the six lanes of traffic. To the spot where Audrey Villeneuve had chosen death over life.

      By now her family had been told. Armand Gamache had done enough of that, and it never got easier. It was worse than looking into the faces of the dead. To look into the faces of those left behind, and to see that moment when their world changed forever.

      It was a sort of murder he performed. The mother, the father, the wife or husband. They opened the door to his knock, believing the world a flawed but fundamentally decent place. Until he spoke. It was like throwing them off a cliff. Seeing them plummet. Then hitting. Dashed. The person they’d been, the life they’d known, gone forever.

      And the look in their eyes, as though he’d done it.

      Before they’d left, Myrna had given him Constance’s home address.

      “When she was here, how’d she seem?” Gamache had asked.

      “As she always did. I hadn’t seen her for a while, but she seemed her usual self.”

      “Not worried about anything?”

      Myrna shook her head.

      “Money? Health?”

      Myrna shook her head again. “She was a very private person, as you might expect. She didn’t tell me a lot about her life, but she seemed relaxed. Happy to be here and happy to be coming back for the holidays.”

      “You noticed nothing odd at all? Did she have an argument with anyone here? Hurt feelings?”

      “You suspect Ruth?” asked Myrna, a shadow of a smile on her face.

      “I always suspect Ruth.”

      “As a matter of fact, Constance and Ruth hit it off. They had a certain chemistry.”

      “Do you mean chemistry or medication?” asked Lacoste, and Myrna had smiled.

      “Are they alike?” Gamache asked.

      “Ruth and Constance? Completely different, but for some reason they seemed to like each other.”

      Gamache took that in, with some surprise. The old poet, as a matter of principle, disliked everyone. She’d have hated everyone if she could have worked up the energy hate required.

      “Who hurt you once, / so far beyond repair / that you would greet each overture / with curling lip?” said Myrna.

      “I’m sorry?” said Gamache, taken aback by the question.

      Myrna smiled. “It’s from one of Ruth’s poems. Constance quoted it to me one night when she came back from visiting Ruth.”

      Gamache nodded and wondered if, when they eventually found her, Constance would have been hurt beyond repair.

      Gamache crossed the bookstore to retrieve his coat. At the door he kissed Myrna on both cheeks.

      She held him at arm’s length, looking into his face. “And you? Are you all right?”

      He considered the question, and all his possible responses, from flippant to dismissive, to the truth. It was, he knew, very little use lying to Myrna. But neither could he tell her the truth.

      “I’m fine,” he said, and saw her smile.

      She watched them get into their car and drive up the hill out of Three Pines. Constance had taken that same route, and not returned. But Myrna knew Gamache would come back and bring with him the answer she had to hear.

       

      The traffic started to creep forward, and before long the Sûreté officers were over the Champlain Bridge and driving through the city. Inspector Lacoste pulled up in front of a modest home in the Pointe-Saint-Charles quartier of Montréal.

      Windows were lit in houses up and down the street. Christmas decorations were on, reflecting red and yellow and green in the fresh snow.

      Except for here. This house was a hole in the cheerful neighborhood.

      Chief Inspector Gamache checked the address he’d been given. Yes, this was where Constance Ouellet lived. He’d expected something different. Bigger.

      He looked at the other homes. A snowman sat on a lawn across the street, his twig arms open in a hug. Gamache could see clearly through the front window. A woman was helping a child with homework. Next door, an elderly couple watched television while decorations on their mantelpiece blinked on and off.

      Everywhere there was life. Except at the dark home of Constance Ouellet.

      The clock on the dashboard said it was just after five.

      They got out of the car. Inspector Lacoste grabbed a flashlight and swung a satchel over her shoulder. The Scene of Crime kit.

      The path to Madame Ouellet’s home had not been shoveled and there were no footprints in the snow. They mounted the steps and stood on the small concrete porch, their breaths puffing and disappearing into the night.

      Gamache’s cheeks burned in the slight breeze, and he could feel the cold sneak up his sleeves and past the scarf at his neck. The Chief ignored the chill and looked around. The snow on the windowsills was undisturbed. Inspector Lacoste rang the doorbell.

      They waited.

      A great deal of police work involved waiting. For suspects. For autopsies. For forensic results. Waiting for someone to answer a question. Or a doorbell.

      It was, he knew, one of Isabelle Lacoste’s great gifts, and one so easily overlooked. She was very, very patient.

      Anyone could run around, not many could quietly wait. As they did now. But that didn’t mean Chief Inspector Gamache and Inspector Lacoste did nothing. As they waited they took in their surroundings.

      The little home was in good repair, the eaves troughs tacked in place, the windows and sills painted and without chips or cracks. It was neat and tidy. Christmas lights had been strung around the wrought-iron rail of the porch, but they remained off. A wreath was on the front door.

      Lacoste turned to the Chief, who nodded. She opened the outer door and peered through the semi-circle of cut glass, into the vestibule.

      Gamache had been inside many similar homes. They’d been built in the late forties and early fifties for returning veterans. Modest homes in established neighborhoods. Many of the houses had since been torn down, or added to. But some, like this, remained intact. A small gem.

      “Nothing, Chief.”

      “Bon,” he said. Walking back down the stairs, he gestured to the right and watched Lacoste step into the deep snow. Gamache himself walked around the other side, noting that the snow there was also unmarred by footprints. He sank up to his shins. The snow tumbled down into his boots and he felt the chill as it turned to ice water and soaked his socks.

      Like Lacoste, he looked into the windows, cupping his hands around his face. The kitchen was empty and clean. No unwashed dishes on the counter. He tried the windows. All locked. In the tiny backyard he met Lacoste coming around the other side. She shook her head, then stood on tiptoes and looked in a window. As he watched, she turned on her flashlight and shone it in.

      Then she turned to him.

      She’d found something.

      Wordlessly, Lacoste handed the flashlight to Gamache. He shone it through the window and saw a bed. A closet. An open suitcase. And an elderly woman lying on the floor. Far beyond repair.

       

      Armand Gamache and Isabelle Lacoste waited in the small front room of Constance Ouellet’s home. Like the exterior, the interior was neat, though not antiseptic. There were books and magazines. A pair of old slippers sat by the sofa. This was no showroom reserved for special guests. Constance clearly used it. A television, the old box variety, was in a corner, and a sofa and two armchairs were turned to face it. Like everything else in the room, the chairs were well-made, once expensive but now worn. It was a comfortable, welcoming room. What his grandmother would have called a genteel room.
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