

      

      

         [image: Cover Image]





About the Author


Louise Penny is the #1 New York Times and Globe and Mail bestselling author of the Chief Inspector Armand Gamache novels. She has won numerous awards, including a CWA Dagger and the Agatha Award (five times) and was a finalist for the Edgar Award for Best Novel. She lives in a small village south of Montréal.




Also by Louise Penny


 


The Gamache series


Still Life


A Fatal Grace


The Cruellest Month


A Rule Against Murder


The Brutal Telling


Bury Your Dead


A Trick of the Light


The Beautiful Mystery


How the Light Gets In


The Long Way Home


The Nature of the Beast


A Great Reckoning


Glass Houses


Kingdom of the Blind


A Better Man


All the Devils Are Here


The Madness of Crowds




A Trick of the Light


Louise Penny


[image: Logo]


www.hodder.co.uk



Copyright

First published in Great Britain in 2011 by Sphere

An imprint of Little, Brown

An Hachette UK company

This edition published in Great Britain in 2021 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

 

Copyright © Three Pines Creations, Inc 2011

 

The right of Louise Penny to be identified as the Author of

the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with

the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

Excerpt from ‘Up’ from Morning in the Burned House by Margaret Atwood.

Copyright © 1995. Published by McClelland & Stewart in Canada, and Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company in the US. Used with permission of the author and her publishers (in their respective territories) and the author’s agent, Curtis Brown Group Ltd, London, acting on behalf of Margaret Atwood. All rights reserved.

Excerpts from page 82 of the book Alcoholics Anonymous, copyright 1939, is used by kind permission of AA World Services.

‘Not Waving But Drowning’ by Stevie Smith is used by permission of the Estate of James MacGibbon.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

 

Paperback ISBN 978 1 529 38682 0

eBook ISBN  9781529385441

 

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.hodder.co.uk



A Letter from Louise


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




ONE
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Oh, no, no, no, thought Clara Morrow as she walked toward the closed doors.


She could see shadows, shapes, like wraiths moving back and forth, back and forth across the frosted glass. Appearing and disappearing. Distorted, but still human.


Still the dead one lay moaning.


The words had been going through her head all day, appearing and disappearing. A poem, half remembered. Words floating to the surface, then going under. The body of the poem beyond her grasp.


What was the rest of it?


It seemed important.


Oh, no no no.


The blurred figures at the far end of the long corridor seemed almost liquid, or smoke. There, but insubstantial. Fleeting. Fleeing.


As she wished she could.


This was it. The end of the journey. Not just that day’s journey as she and her husband, Peter, had driven from their little Québec village into the Musée d’Art Contemporain in Montréal, a place they knew well. Intimately. How often had they come to the MAC to marvel at some new exhibition? To support a friend, a fellow artist? Or to just sit quietly in the middle of the sleek gallery, in the middle of a weekday, when the rest of the city was at work?


Art was their work. But it was more than that. It had to be. Otherwise, why put up with all those years of solitude? Of failure? Of silence from a baffled and even bemused art world?


She and Peter had worked away, every day, in their small studios in their small village, leading their tiny lives. Happy. But still yearning for more.


Clara took a few more steps down the long, long, white marble hallway.


This was the ‘more’. Through those doors. Finally. The end point of everything she’d worked toward, walked toward, all her life.


Her first dream as a child, her last dream that morning, almost fifty years later, was at the far end of the hard white hallway.


They’d both expected Peter would be the first through those doors. He was by far the more successful artist, with his exquisite studies of life in close-up. So detailed, and so close that a piece of the natural world appeared distorted and abstract. Unrecognizable. Peter took what was natural and made it appear unnatural.


People ate it up. Thank God. It kept food on the table and the wolves, while constantly circling their little home in Three Pines, were kept from the door. Thanks to Peter and his art.


Clara glanced at him walking slightly ahead of her, a smile on his handsome face. She knew most people, on first meeting them, never took her for his wife. Instead they assumed some slim executive with a white wine in her elegant hand was his mate. An example of natural selection. Of like moving to like.


The distinguished artist with the head of graying hair and noble features could not possibly have chosen the woman with the beer in her boxing glove hands. And the pâté in her frizzy hair. And the studio full of sculptures made out of old tractor parts and paintings of cabbages with wings.


No. Peter Morrow could not have chosen her. That would have been unnatural.


And yet he had.


And she had chosen him.


Clara would have smiled had she not been fairly certain she was about to throw up.


Oh, no no no, she thought again as she watched Peter march purposefully toward the closed door and the art wraiths waiting to pass judgment. On her.


Clara’s hands grew cold and numb as she moved slowly forward, propelled by an undeniable force, a rude mix of excitement and terror. She wanted to rush toward the doors, yank them open and yell, ‘Here I am!’


But mostly she wanted to turn and flee, to hide.


To stumble back down the long, long, light-filled, art-filled, marble-filled hallway. To admit she’d made a mistake. Given the wrong answer when asked if she’d like a solo show. At the Musée. When asked if she’d like all her dreams to come true.


She’d given the wrong answer. She’d said yes. And this is where it led.


Someone had lied. Or hadn’t told the whole truth. In her dream, her only dream, played over and over since childhood, she had a solo show at the Musée d’Art Contemporain. She walked down this corridor. Composed and collected. Beautiful and slim. Witty and popular.


Into the waiting arms of an adoring world.


There was no terror. No nausea. No creatures glimpsed through the frosted glass, waiting to devour her. Dissect her. Diminish her, and her creations.


Someone had lied. Had not told her something else might be waiting.


Failure.


Oh, no no no, thought Clara. Still the dead one lay moaning.


What was the rest of the poem? Why did it elude her?


Now, within feet of the end of her journey all she wanted to do was run away home to Three Pines. To open the wooden gate. To race up the path lined with apple trees in spring bloom. To slam their front door shut behind her. To lean against it. To lock it. To press her body against it, and keep the world out.


Now, too late, she knew who’d lied to her.


She had.


Clara’s heart threw itself against her ribs, like something caged and terrified and desperate to escape. She realized she was holding her breath and wondered for how long. To make up for it she started breathing rapidly.


Peter was talking but his voice was muffled, far away. Drowned out by the shrieking in her head, and the pounding in her chest.


And the noise building behind the doors. As they got closer.


‘This’s going to be fun,’ said Peter, with a reassuring smile.


Clara opened her hand and dropped her purse. It fell with a plop to the floor, since it was all but empty, containing simply a breath mint and the tiny paint brush from the first paint-by-number set her grandmother had given her.


Clara dropped to her knees, pretending to gather up invisible items and stuff them into her clutch. She lowered her head, trying to catch her breath, and wondered if she was about to pass out.


‘Deep breath in,’ she heard. ‘Deep breath out.’


Clara stared from the purse on the gleaming marble floor to the man crouched across from her.


It wasn’t Peter.


Instead, she saw her friend and neighbor from Three Pines, Olivier Brulé. He was kneeling beside her, watching, his kind eyes life preservers thrown to a drowning woman. She held them.


‘Deep breath in,’ he whispered. His voice was calm. This was their own private crisis. Their own private rescue.


She took a deep breath in.


‘I don’t think I can do it.’ Clara leaned forward, feeling faint. She could feel the walls closing in, and see Peter’s polished black leather shoes on the floor ahead. Where he’d finally stopped. Not missing her right away. Not noticing his wife was kneeling on the floor.


‘I know,’ whispered Olivier. ‘But I also know you. Whether it’s on your knees or on your feet, you’re going through that door.’ He nodded toward the end of the hall, his eyes never leaving hers. ‘It might as well be on your feet.’


‘But it’s not too late.’ Clara searched his face. Seeing his silky blond hair, and the lines only visible very close up. More lines than a thirty-eight-year-old man should have. ‘I could leave. Go back home.’


Olivier’s kindly face disappeared and she saw again her garden, as she’d seen it that morning, the mist not yet burned off. The dew heavy under her rubber boots. The early roses and late peonies damp and fragrant. She’d sat on the wooden bench in their backyard, with her morning coffee, and she’d thought about the day ahead.


Not once had she imagined herself collapsed on the floor. In terror. Longing to leave. To go back to the garden.


But Olivier was right. She wouldn’t return. Not yet.


Oh, no no no. She’d have to go through those doors. They were the only way home now.


‘Deep breath out,’ Olivier whispered, with a smile.


Clara laughed, and exhaled. ‘You’d make a good midwife.’


‘What’re you two doing down there?’ Gabri asked as he watched Clara and his partner. ‘I know what Olivier usually does in that position and I hope that isn’t it.’ He turned to Peter. ‘Though that might explain the laughter.’


‘Ready?’ Olivier handed Clara her purse and they got to their feet.


Gabri, never far from Olivier’s side, gave Clara a bear hug. ‘You OK?’ He examined her closely. He was big, though Gabri preferred to call himself ‘burly’, his face unscored by the worry lines of his partner.


‘I’m fine,’ said Clara.


‘Fucked up, insecure, neurotic and egotistical?’ asked Gabri.


‘Exactly.’


‘Great. So’m I. And so’s everyone through there.’ Gabri gestured toward the door. ‘What they aren’t is the fabulous artist with the solo show. So you’re both fine and famous.’


‘Coming?’ asked Peter, waving toward Clara and smiling.


She hesitated, then taking Peter’s hand, they walked together down the corridor, the sharp echoes of their feet not quite masking the merriment on the other side.


They’re laughing, thought Clara. They’re laughing at my art.


And in that instant the body of the poem surfaced. The rest of it was revealed.


Oh, no no no, thought Clara. Still the dead one lay moaning.


I was much too far out all my life


And not waving but drowning.


From far off Armand Gamache could hear the sound of children playing. He knew where it was coming from. The park across the way, though he couldn’t see the children through the maple trees in late spring leaf. He sometimes liked to sit there and pretend the shouts and laughter came from his young grandchildren, Florence and Zora. He imagined his son Daniel and Roslyn were in the park, watching their children. And that soon they’d walk hand in hand across the quiet street in the very center of the great city, for dinner. Or he and Reine-Marie would join them. And play catch, or conkers.


He liked to pretend they weren’t thousands of kilometers away in Paris.


But mostly he just listened to the shouts and shrieks and laughter of neighborhood children. And smiled. And relaxed.


Gamache reached for his beer and lowered the L’Observateur magazine to his knee. His wife, Reine-Marie, sat across from him on their balcony. She too had a cold beer on this unexpectedly warm day in mid-June. But her copy of La Presse was folded on the table and she stared into the distance.


‘What’re you thinking about?’ he asked.


‘My mind was just wandering.’


He was silent for a moment, watching her. Her hair was quite gray now, but then, so was his. She’d dyed it auburn for many years but just recently had stopped doing that. He was glad. Like him, she was in her mid-fifties. And this was what a couple of that age looked like. If they were lucky.


Not like models. No one would mistake them for that. Armand Gamache wasn’t heavy, but solidly built. If a stranger visited this home he might think Monsieur Gamache a quiet academic, a professor of history or literature perhaps at the Université de Montréal.


But that too would be a mistake.


Books were everywhere in their large apartment. Histories, biographies, novels, studies on Québec antiques, poetry. Placed in orderly bookcases. Just about every table had at least one book on it, and often several magazines. And the weekend newspapers were scattered on the coffee table in the living room, in front of the fireplace. If a visitor was the observant type, and made it further into the apartment to Gamache’s study, he might see the story the books in there told.


And he’d soon realize this was not the home of some retiring professor of French literature. The shelves were packed with case histories, with books on medicine and forensics, with tomes on Napoleonic and common law, fingerprinting, genetic coding, wounds and weapons.


Murder. Armand Gamache’s study was filled with it.


But still, even among the death, space was made for books on philosophy and poetry.


Watching Reine-Marie as they sat on the balcony, Gamache was once again struck by the certainty he’d married above himself. Not socially. Not academically. But he could never shake the suspicion he had gotten very, very lucky.


Armand Gamache knew he’d had a great deal of luck in his life, but none more than having loved the same woman for thirty-five years. Unless it was the extraordinary stroke of luck that she should also love him.


Now she turned her blue eyes on him. ‘Actually, I was thinking about Clara’s vernissage.’


‘Oh?’


‘We should be going soon.’


‘True.’ He looked at his watch. It was five past five. The party to launch Clara Morrow’s solo show started at the Musée at five and would end at seven. ‘As soon as David arrives.’


Their son-in-law was half an hour late and Gamache glanced inside their apartment. He could just barely make out his daughter Annie sitting in the living room reading, and across from her was his second in command, Jean Guy Beauvoir. Kneading Henri’s remarkable ears. The Gamaches’ German shepherd could stay like that all day, a goofy grin on his young face.


Jean Guy and Annie were ignoring each other. Gamache smiled slightly. At least they weren’t hurling insults, or worse, across the room.


‘Would you like to leave?’ Armand offered. ‘We could call David on his cell and ask him to just meet us there.’


‘Why don’t we give him another couple of minutes.’


Gamache nodded and picked up the magazine, then he lowered it slowly.


‘Is there something else?’


Reine-Marie hesitated then smiled. ‘I was just wondering how you’re feeling about going to the vernissage. And wondering if you’re stalling.’


Armand raised his brow in surprise.


Jean Guy Beauvoir rubbed Henri’s ears and stared at the young woman across from him. He’d known her for fifteen years, since he was a rookie on homicide and she was a teenager. Awkward, gawky, bossy.


He didn’t like kids. Certainly didn’t like smart-ass teenagers. But he’d tried to like Annie Gamache, if only because she was the boss’s daughter.


He’d tried and he’d tried and he’d tried. And finally—


He’d succeeded.


And now he was nearing forty and she was nearing thirty. A lawyer. Married. Still awkward and gawky and bossy. But he’d tried so hard to like her he’d finally seen beyond that. He’d seen her laugh with real gaiety, seen her listen to very boring people as though they were riveting. She looked as though she was genuinely glad to see them. As though they were important. He’d seen her dance, arms flailing and head tilted back. Eyes shining.


And he’d felt her hand in his. Only once.


In the hospital. He’d come back up from very far away. Fought through the pain and the dark to that foreign but gentle touch. He knew it didn’t belong to his wife, Enid. That bird-like grip he would not have come back for.


But this hand was large, and certain, and warm. And it invited him back.


He’d opened his eyes to see Annie Gamache staring at him with such concern. Why would she be there, he’d wondered. And then he knew why.


Because she had nowhere else to be. No other hospital bed to sit beside.


Because her father was dead. Killed by a gunman in the abandoned factory. Beauvoir had seen it happen. Seen Gamache hit. Seen him lifted off his feet and fall to the concrete floor.


And lie still.


And now Annie Gamache was holding his hand in the hospital, because the hand she really wanted to be holding was gone.


Jean Guy Beauvoir had pried his eyes open and seen Annie Gamache looking so sad. And his heart broke. Then he saw something else.


Joy.


No one had ever looked at him that way. With unconcealed and unbound joy.


Annie had looked at him like that, when he’d opened his eyes.


He’d tried to speak but couldn’t. But she’d rightly guessed what he was trying to say.


She’d leaned in and whispered into his ear, and he could smell her fragrance. It was slightly citrony. Clean and fresh. Not Enid’s clinging, full-bodied perfume. Annie smelled like a lemon grove in summer.


‘Dad’s alive.’


He’d embarrassed himself then. There were many humiliations waiting for him in the hospital. From bedpans and diapers to sponge baths. But none was more personal, more intimate, more of a betrayal than what his broken body did then.


He cried.


And Annie saw. And Annie never mentioned it from that day to this.


To Henri’s bafflement, Jean Guy stopped rubbing the dog’s ears and placed one hand on the other, in a gesture that had become habitual now.


That was how it had felt. Annie’s hand on his.


This was all he’d ever have of her. His boss’s married daughter.


‘Your husband’s late,’ said Jean Guy, and could hear the accusation. The shove.


Very, very slowly Annie lowered her newspaper. And glared at him.


‘What’s your point?’


What was his point?


‘We’re going to be late because of him.’


‘Then go. I don’t care.’


He’d loaded the gun, pointed it at his head, and begged Annie to pull the trigger. And now he felt the words strike. Cut. Travel deep and explode.


I don’t care.


It was almost comforting, he realized. The pain. Perhaps if he forced her to hurt him enough he’d stop feeling anything.


‘Listen,’ she said, leaning forward, her voice softening a bit. ‘I’m sorry about you and Enid. Your separation.’


‘Yeah, well, it happens. As a lawyer you should know that.’


She looked at him with searching eyes, like her father’s. Then she nodded.


‘It happens.’ She grew quiet, still. ‘Especially after what you’ve been through, I guess. It makes you think about your life. Would you like to talk about it?’


Talk about Enid with Annie? All the petty sordid squabbles, the tiny slights, the scarring and scabbing. The thought revolted him and he must have shown it. Annie pulled back and reddened as though he’d slapped her.


‘Forget I said anything,’ she snapped and lifted the paper to her face.


He searched for something to say, some small bridge, a jetty back to her. The minutes stretched by, elongating.


‘The vernissage,’ Beauvoir finally blurted out. It was the first thing that popped into his hollow head, like the Magic Eight Ball, that when it stopped being shaken produced a single word. ‘Vernissage,’ in this case.


The newspaper lowered and Annie’s stone face appeared.


‘The people from Three Pines will be there, you know.’


Still her face was expressionless.


‘That village, in the Eastern Townships,’ he waved vaguely out the window. ‘South of Montréal.’


‘I know where the townships are,’ she said.


‘The show’s for Clara Morrow, but they’ll all be there I’m sure.’


She raised the newspaper again. The Canadian dollar was strong, he read from across the room. Winter potholes still unfixed, he read. An investigation into government corruption, he read.


Nothing new.


‘One of them hates your father.’


The newspaper slowly dropped. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Well,’ he realized by her expression he might have gone too far, ‘not enough to harm him or anything.’


‘Dad’s talked about Three Pines and the people, but he never mentioned this.’


Now she was upset and he wished he hadn’t said anything, but it at least did the trick. She was talking to him again. Her father was the bridge.


Annie dropped her paper onto the table and glanced beyond Beauvoir to her parents talking quietly on the balcony.


She suddenly looked like that teenager he’d first met. She was never going to be the most beautiful woman in the room. That much was obvious even then. Annie was not fine-boned or delicate. She was more athletic than graceful. She cared about clothes, but she also cared about comfort.


Opinionated, strong-willed, strong physically. He could beat her at arm-wrestling, he knew because they’d done it several times, but he actually had to try.


With Enid he would never consider trying. And she would never offer.


Annie Gamache had not only offered, but had fully expected to win.


Then had laughed when she hadn’t.


Where other women, including Enid, were lovely, Annie Gamache was alive.


Late, too late, Jean Guy Beauvoir had come to appreciate how very important it was, how very attractive it was, how very rare it was, to be fully alive.


Annie looked back at Beauvoir. ‘Why would one of them hate Dad?’


Beauvoir lowered his voice. ‘OK, look. This’s what happened.’


Annie leaned forward. They were a couple of feet apart and Beauvoir could just smell her scent. It was all he could do not to take her hands in his.


‘There was a murder in Clara’s village, Three Pines—’


‘Yes, Dad has mentioned that. Seems like a cottage industry there.’


Despite himself, Beauvoir laughed. ‘There is strong shadow where there is much light.’


Annie’s look of astonishment made Beauvoir laugh again.


‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘You didn’t make that up.’


Beauvoir smiled and nodded. ‘Some German guy said it. And then your father said it.’


‘A few times?’


‘Often enough that I wake up screaming it in the middle of the night.’


Annie smiled. ‘I know. I was the only kid in school who quoted Leigh Hunt.’ Her voice changed slightly as she remembered, ‘But most he loved a happy human face.’


Gamache smiled as he heard the laughter from the living room.


He cocked his head in their direction. ‘Are they finally making peace, do you think?’


‘Either that or it’s a sign of the apocalypse,’ said Reine-Marie. ‘If four horsemen gallop out of the park you’re on your own, monsieur.’


‘It’s good to hear him laugh,’ said Gamache.


Since his separation from Enid, Jean Guy had seemed distant. Aloof. He’d never been exactly exuberant but Beauvoir was quieter than ever these days, as though his walls had grown and thickened. And his narrow drawbridge had been raised.


Armand Gamache knew no good ever came from putting up walls. What people mistook for safety was in fact captivity. And few things thrived in captivity.


‘It’ll take time,’ said Reine-Marie.


‘Avec le temps,’ agreed Armand. But privately he wondered. He knew time could heal. But it could also do more damage. A forest fire, spread over time, would consume everything.


Gamache, with one last look at the two younger people, continued his conversation with Reine-Marie.


‘Do you really think I don’t want to go to the vernissage?’ he asked.


She considered for a moment. ‘I’m not sure. Let’s just say you don’t seem in a hurry to get there.’


Gamache nodded and thought for a moment. ‘I know everyone will be there. I suppose it might be awkward.’


‘You arrested one of them for a murder he didn’t commit,’ said Reine-Marie. It wasn’t an accusation. In fact, it was said quietly and gently. Trying to tease the truth of her husband’s feelings from him. Feelings he himself might not even be aware he had.


‘And you consider that a social faux pas?’ he asked with a smile.


‘More than just a social faux pas, I’d say,’ she laughed, relieved to see the genuine humor in his face. A face now clean-shaven. No more moustache. No more graying beard. Just Armand. He looked at her with his deep brown eyes. And as she held them she could almost forget the scar above his left temple.


After a moment his smile faded and he nodded again, taking a deep breath.


‘It was a terrible thing to do to someone,’ he said.


‘You didn’t do it on purpose, Armand.’


‘True, but his time in prison wasn’t more pleasant because of that.’ Gamache thought for a moment, looking from the gentle face of his wife out into the trees of the park. A natural setting. He so yearned for that, since his days were filled with hunting the unnatural. Killers. People who took the lives of others. Often in gruesome and dreadful ways. Armand Gamache was the head of homicide for the famed Sûreté du Québec. He was very good at his job.


But he wasn’t perfect.


He’d arrested Olivier Brulé for a murder he didn’t commit.


‘So what happened?’ Annie asked.


‘Well, you know most of it, don’t you? It was in all the papers.’


‘Of course I read the reports, and talked to Dad about it. But he never mentioned that someone involved might still hate him.’


‘Well, as you know, it was almost a year ago,’ said Jean Guy. ‘A man was found dead in the bistro in Three Pines. We investigated and the evidence seemed overwhelming. We found fingerprints, the murder weapon, stuff stolen from the dead man’s cabin in the woods. All of it hidden in the bistro. We arrested Olivier. He was tried and convicted.’


‘Did you think he’d done it?’


Beauvoir nodded. ‘I was sure of it. It wasn’t just your father.’


‘So how come you changed your mind? Did someone else confess?’


‘No. You remember a few months ago, after that raid on the factory? When your father was recovering in Quebec City?’


Annie nodded.


‘Well, he began to have his doubts, so he asked me to go back to Three Pines to investigate.’


‘And you did.’


Jean Guy nodded. Of course he’d gone back. He’d do anything the Chief Inspector asked of him. Though he himself had no such doubts. He believed the right man was in prison. But he’d investigated, and discovered something that had truly shocked him.


The real murderer. And the real reason for the killing.


‘But you’ve been back to Three Pines since you arrested Olivier,’ said Reine-Marie. ‘This won’t be the first time you’ll have seen them.’


She too had visited Three Pines and become friends with Clara and Peter and the others, though she hadn’t seen them in quite a while. Not since all this had happened.


‘That’s true,’ said Armand. ‘Jean Guy and I took Olivier back after his release.’


‘I can’t even imagine how that felt for him.’


Gamache was quiet. Seeing the sun gleaming off snowbanks. Through the frosted panes of glass he could see the villagers gathered in the bistro. Warm and safe. The cheery fires lit. The mugs of beer and bowls of café au lait. The laughter.


And Olivier, stalled. Two feet from the closed door. Staring at it.


Jean Guy had gone to open it, but Gamache had lain a gloved hand on his arm. And together in the bitter cold they’d waited. Waited. For Olivier to make the move.


After what seemed an age, but was probably only a few heartbeats, Olivier reached out, paused for one more moment, then opened the door.


‘I wish I could’ve seen Gabri’s face,’ said Reine-Marie, imagining the large, expressive man seeing his partner returned.


Gamache had described it all to Reine-Marie, when he’d returned home. But he knew that no matter how much ecstasy Reine-Marie imagined, the reality was even greater. At least on Gabri’s part. The rest of the villagers were elated to see Olivier too. But—


‘What is it?’ Reine-Marie asked.


‘Well, Olivier didn’t kill the man, but as you know a lot of unpleasant things about him came out in the trial. Olivier had certainly stolen from the Hermit, taken advantage of their friendship and the man’s frail state of mind. And it turned out that Olivier had used the stolen money to secretly buy up a lot of property in Three Pines. Gabri didn’t even know about that.’


Reine-Marie was quiet, considering what she’d just heard.


‘I wonder how his friends feel about that,’ said Reine-Marie at last.


So did Gamache.


‘Olivier is the one who hates my father?’ asked Annie. ‘But how could that be? Dad got him out of prison. He took him back to Three Pines.’


‘Yes, but the way Olivier sees it, I got him out of prison. Your father put him in.’


Annie stared at Beauvoir, then shook her head.


Beauvoir went on. ‘Your father apologized, you know. In front of everyone in the bistro. He told Olivier he was sorry for what he did.’


‘And what did Olivier say?’


‘That he couldn’t forgive him. Not yet.’


Annie thought about that. ‘How did Dad react?’


‘He didn’t seem surprised, or upset. In fact, I think he’d have been surprised had Olivier suddenly decided all was forgiven. He wouldn’t have really meant it.’


Beauvoir knew the only thing worse than no apology was an insincere one.


Jean Guy had to give Olivier that. Instead of appearing to accept the apology, Olivier had finally told the truth. The hurt went too deep. He wasn’t ready to forgive.


‘And now?’ asked Annie.


‘I guess we’ll see.’




TWO
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‘Remarkable, don’t you think?’


Armand Gamache turned to the distinguished older man beside him.


‘I do,’ nodded the Chief Inspector. Both men were silent for a moment, contemplating the painting in front of them. All around was the hubbub of the party in full swing, talking, laughing, friends getting caught up, strangers being introduced.


But the two men seemed to have formed a separate peace, a quiet little quartier.


In front of them on the wall was, either intentionally or naturally, the centerpiece of Clara Morrow’s solo show. Her works, mostly portraits, hung all around the white walls of the main gallery of the Musée d’Art Contemporain. Some were clustered close together, like a gathering. Some hung alone, isolated. Like this one.


The most modest of the portraits, on the largest of the walls.


Without competition, or company. An island nation. A sovereign portrait.


Alone.


‘How do you feel when you look at it?’ the man asked and turned his keen gaze on Gamache.


The Chief Inspector smiled. ‘Well, it isn’t the first time I’ve seen it. We’re friends of the Morrows. I was there when she first brought it out of her studio.’


‘Lucky man.’


Gamache took a sip of the very good red wine and agreed. Lucky man.


‘François Marois.’ The older man put out his hand.


‘Armand Gamache.’


Now his companion looked more closely at the Chief and nodded.


‘Désolé. I should have recognized you, Chief Inspector.’


‘Not at all. I’m always happier when people don’t,’ smiled Gamache. ‘Are you an artist?’


He looked, in fact, more like a banker. A collector, perhaps? The other end of the artistic chain. He’d be in his early seventies, Gamache guessed. Prosperous, in a tailored suit and silk tie. There was a hint of expensive cologne about the man. Very subtle. He was balding, with hair immaculately and newly cut, clean-shaven, with intelligent blue eyes. All this Chief Inspector Gamache took in quickly and instinctively. François Marois seemed both vibrant and contained. At home in this rarified, and quite artificial, setting.


Gamache glanced into the body of the room, packed with men and women milling about and chatting, juggling hors d’oeuvres and wine. A couple of stylized, uncomfortable benches were installed in the middle of the cavernous space. More form than function. He saw Reine-Marie chatting with a woman across the room. He found Annie. David had arrived and was taking off his coat, then he went to join her. Gamache’s eyes swept the room until he found Gabri and Olivier, side-by-side. He wondered if he should go and speak with Olivier.


And do what? Apologize again?


Had Reine-Marie been right? Did he want forgiveness? Atonement? Did he want his mistake purged from his personal record? The one he kept deep inside, and wrote in each day.


The ledger.


Did he want that mistake stricken?


The fact was, he could live just fine without Olivier’s forgiveness. But now that he saw Olivier again he felt a slight frisson and wondered if he wanted that forgiveness. And he wondered if Olivier was ready to give it.


His eyes swept back to his companion.


It interested Gamache that while the best art reflected humanity and nature, human or otherwise, galleries themselves were often cold and austere. Neither inviting nor natural.


And yet, Monsieur Marois was comfortable. Marble and sharp edges appeared to be his natural habitat.


‘No,’ said Marois to Gamache’s question. ‘I’m not an artist.’ He gave a little laugh. ‘Sadly, I’m not creative. Like most of my colleagues I dabbled in art as a callow youth and immediately discovered a profound, almost mystical lack of talent. Quite shocking, really.’


Gamache laughed. ‘So what brings you here?’


It was, as the Chief knew, a private cocktail party the night before the public opening of Clara’s big show. Only the select were invited to a vernissage, especially at the famous Musée in Montréal. The monied, the influential, the artist’s friends and family. And the artist. In that order.


Very little was expected of an artist at the vernissage. If they were clothed and sober most curators considered themselves fortunate. Gamache stole a glance at Clara, looking panicked and disheveled in a tailored power suit that had experienced a recent failure. The skirt was slightly twisted and the collar was riding high as though she’d tried to scratch the middle of her back.


‘I’m an art dealer.’ The man produced his card and Gamache took it, examining the cream background with the simple embossed black lettering. Just the man’s name and a phone number. Nothing more. The paper was thick and textured. A fine-quality business card. No doubt for a fine-quality business.


‘Do you know Clara’s work?’ Gamache asked, tucking the card into his breast pocket.


‘Not at all, but I’m friends with the chief curator of the Musée and she slipped me one of the brochures. I was frankly astonished. The description says Madame Morrow has been living in Québec all her life and is almost fifty. And yet no one seems to know her. She came out of nowhere.’


‘She came out of Three Pines,’ said Gamache and at the blank look from his companion, he explained. ‘It’s a tiny village south of here. By the Vermont border. Not many people know it.’


‘Or know her. An unknown artist in an anonymous village. And yet—’


Monsieur Marois opened his arms in an elegant and eloquent gesture, to indicate the surroundings and the event.


They both went back to gazing at the portrait in front of them. It showed the head and scrawny shoulders of a very old woman. A veined and arthritic hand clutched a rough blue shawl to her throat. It had slipped to reveal skin stretched over collarbone and sinew.


But it was her face that captivated the men.


She looked straight at them. Into the gathering, with the clink of glasses, the lively conversations, the merriment.


She was angry. Filled with contempt. Hating what she heard and saw. The happiness all around her. The laughter. Hating the world that had left her behind. Left her alone on this wall. To see, to watch and to never be included.


Like Prometheus Bound, here was a great spirit endlessly tormented. Grown bitter and petty.


Beside him Gamache heard a small gasp and knew what it was. The art dealer, François Marois, had understood the painting. Not the obvious rage, there for all to see, but something more complex and subtle. Marois had got it. What Clara had really created.


‘Mon Dieu,’ Monsieur Marois exhaled. ‘My God.’


He looked from the painting to Gamache.


Across the room Clara nodded and smiled, and took in almost nothing.


There was a howl in her ears and a swirl before her eyes, her hands were numb. She was losing her senses.


Deep breath in, she repeated to herself. Deep breath out.


Peter had brought her a glass of wine and her friend Myrna had offered a plate of hors d’oeuvres, but Clara was shaking so badly she’d had to give them both back.


And now she concentrated on trying not to look demented. Her new suit itched and she realized she looked like an accountant. From the old Eastern Bloc. Or maybe a Maoist. A Maoist accountant.


It wasn’t the look she’d been going for when she’d bought the suit at a swank boutique on rue St-Denis in Montréal. She’d wanted a change, something different from her usual billowy skirts and dresses. Something sharp and sleek. Something minimalist and coordinated.


And in the store she’d looked just great, smiling at the smiling saleswoman in the mirror and telling her all about the upcoming solo show. She told everyone about it. Cab drivers, waiters, the kid sitting next to her on the bus, plugged into his iPod and deaf. Clara hadn’t cared. She’d told him anyway.


And now the day had finally arrived.


That morning, sitting in her garden in Three Pines, she’d dared to think this would be different. She’d imagined walking through those two huge, frosted glass doors at the end of the corridor to wild applause. Looking fabulous in her new suit. The art community would be dazzled. Critics and curators would rush over, anxious to spend a moment with her. Falling all over themselves to congratulate her. To find just the right words, les mots justes, to describe her paintings.


Formidable. Brilliant. Luminous. Genius.


Masterpieces, each and every one.


In her quiet garden that morning Clara had closed her eyes and tilted her face to the young sun, and smiled.


The dream come true.


Perfect strangers would hang on her every word. Some might even take notes. Ask advice. They’d listen, rapt, as she talked about her vision, her philosophy, her insights into the art world. Where it was going, where it had been.


She’d be adored and respected. Smart and beautiful. Elegant women would ask where she’d bought her outfit. She would start a movement. A trend.


Instead, she felt like a messy bride at a wedding gone bad. Where the guests ignored her, concentrating instead on the food and drink. Where no one wanted to catch her bouquet or walk her down the aisle. Or dance with her. And she looked like a Maoist accountant.


She scratched her hip, and smoothed pâté into her hair. Then looked at her watch.


Dear God, another hour to go.


Oh, no no no, thought Clara. Now she was simply trying to survive. To keep her head above water. To not faint, or throw up, or pee. To remain conscious and continent was her new goal.


‘At least you’re not on fire.’


‘I’m sorry?’ Clara turned to the very large black woman in the bright green caftan standing beside her. It was her friend and neighbor, Myrna Landers. A retired psychologist from Montréal, she now owned the new and used bookstore in Three Pines.


‘Right now,’ said Myrna. ‘You’re not on fire.’


‘Very true. And perceptive. Nor am I flying. There’s quite a long list of things I’m not.’


‘And a long list,’ laughed Myrna, ‘of things you are.’


‘Are you going to be rude now?’ asked Clara.


Myrna paused and considered Clara for a moment. Almost every day Clara came across to Myrna’s bookstore to have a cup of tea and talk. Or Myrna would join Peter and Clara for dinner.


But today was like no other. No other day in Clara’s life had ever been like this, and it was possible none would ever be again. Myrna knew Clara’s fears, her failures, her disappointments. As Clara knew hers.


And they knew each other’s dreams too.


‘I know this is difficult for you,’ said Myrna. She stood right in front of Clara, her bulk blotting out the room, so that what had been a crowd scene was suddenly very intimate. Her body was a perfect green orb, blocking out the sights and sounds. They were in their own world.


‘I wanted it to be perfect,’ said Clara in a whisper, hoping she wasn’t about to cry. Where other little girls fantasized about their wedding day, Clara had dreamed of a solo art show. At the Musée. Here. She just hadn’t seen it in quite this way.


‘And who gets to decide? What would make it perfect?’


Clara thought about that for a moment. ‘If I wasn’t so afraid.’


‘And what’s the worst thing that can happen?’ asked Myrna quietly.


‘They’ll hate my art, decide I’m talentless, ridiculous. Laughable. That a terrible mistake was made. The show’ll be a failure and I’ll be a laughingstock.’


‘Exactly,’ said Myrna, with a smile. ‘All survivable. And then what’ll you do?’


Clara thought for a moment. ‘I’ll get into the car with Peter and drive back to Three Pines.’


‘And?’


‘Have the party there, with friends tonight.’


‘And?’


‘I’ll get up tomorrow morning …’ Clara’s voice petered out as she saw her life post-apocalypse. She’d wake up tomorrow to her quiet life in the tiny village. A return to a life of walking the dog, and drinks on the terrasse, of café au lait and croissants in front of the fireplace at the bistro. Of intimate dinners with friends. Of sitting in her garden. Reading, thinking.


Painting.


Nothing that happened here would ever change that.


‘At least I’m not on fire,’ she said, and grinned.


Myrna took both of Clara’s hands in hers and held them for a moment. ‘Most people would kill for this day. Don’t let it go by without enjoying it. Your works are masterpieces, Clara.’


Clara squeezed her friend’s hand. All those years, those months, those quiet days when no one else noticed or cared what Clara did in her studio, Myrna had been there. And into that silence she’d whispered.


‘Your works are masterpieces.’


And Clara had dared to believe her. And dared to keep moving forward. Urged on by her dreams, and that gentle, reassuring voice.


Myrna stepped aside then, revealing a whole new room. One filled with people, not threats. People having fun, enjoying themselves. There to celebrate Clara Morrow’s first solo show at the Musée.


‘Merde,’ shouted a man into the ear of the woman beside him, trying to raise his voice above the din of conversation. ‘This stuff is shit. Can you believe Clara Morrow got a solo show?’


The woman beside him shook her head and grimaced. She wore a flowing skirt and a tight T-shirt with scarves wrapped around her neck and shoulders. Her earrings were hoops and each of her fingers held rings.


In another place and time she’d have been considered a gypsy. Here she was recognized for what she was. A mildly successful artist.


Beside her her husband, also an artist and dressed in cords and a worn jacket with a rakish scarf at the neck, turned back to the painting.


‘Dreadful.’


‘Poor Clara,’ agreed his wife. ‘The critics’ll savage her.’


Jean Guy Beauvoir, who was standing beside the two artists, his back to the painting, turned to glance at it.


On the wall among a cluster of portraits was the largest piece. Three women, all very old, stood together in a group, laughing.


They looked at each other, and touched each other, holding each other’s hands, or gripping an arm, tipping their heads together. Whatever had made them laugh, it was to each other they turned. As they equally would if something terrible had happened. As they naturally would whatever happened.


More than friendship, more than joy, more than even love this painting ached of intimacy.


Jean Guy quickly turned his back on it. Unable to look. He scanned the room until he found her again.


‘Look at them,’ the man was saying, dissecting the portrait. ‘Not very attractive.’


Annie Gamache was across the crowded gallery, standing next to her husband, David. They were listening to an older man. David looked distracted, disinterested. But Annie’s eyes were bright. Taking it in. Fascinated.


Beauvoir felt a flash of jealousy, wanting her to look at him that way.


Here, Beauvoir’s mind commanded. Look over here.


‘And they’re laughing,’ said the man behind Beauvoir, looking disapprovingly at Clara’s portrait of the three old women. ‘Not much nuance in that. Might as well paint clowns.’


The woman beside him snickered.


Across the room, Annie Gamache laid a hand on her husband’s arm, but he seemed oblivious.


Beauvoir put his hand on his own arm, gently. That’s what it would feel like.


‘There you are, Clara,’ said the chief curator of the Musée, taking her by the arm and leading her away from Myrna. ‘Congratulations. It’s a triumph!’


Clara had been around enough artistic people to know what they call ‘a triumph’ others might call simply an event. Still, it was better than a kick in the shins.


‘Is it?’


‘Absolument.People are loving it.’ Thewoman gave Clara an enthusiastic hug. Her glasses were small rectangles over her eyes. Clara wondered if there was a permanent slash of frame across her world, like an astigmatism. Her hair was short and angular, as were her clothes. Her face was impossibly pale. She was a walking installation.


But she was kind, and Clara liked her.


‘Very nice,’ said the curator, stepping back to take in Clara’s new look. ‘I like it. Very retro, very chic. You look like …’ She moved her hands around in a contained circle, trying to find the right name.


‘Audrey Hepburn?’


‘C’est ça,’ clapped the curator and laughed. ‘You’re sure to start a trend.’


Clara laughed too, and fell in love just a little. Across the room she saw Olivier standing, as always, beside Gabri. But while Gabri was gabbing away to a complete stranger, Olivier was staring through the crowd.


Clara followed his sharp gaze. It ended at Armand Gamache.


‘So,’ said the curator, putting her arm around Clara’s waist. ‘Who do you know?’


Before Clara could answer, the woman was pointing out various people in the crowded room.


‘You probably know them.’ She nodded to the middle-aged couple behind Beauvoir. They seemed riveted by Clara’s painting of the Three Graces. ‘Husband and wife team. Normand and Paulette. He draws the works and she does the fine detailing.’


‘Like the Renaissance masters, working as a team.’


‘Sort of,’ said the curator. ‘More like Christo and Jeanne-Claude. Very rare to find a couple of artists so in sync. They’re actually very good. And I see they adore your painting.’


Clara did know them, and suspected ‘adore’ wasn’t the word they themselves would use.


‘Who’s that?’ Clara asked, pointing to the distinguished man beside Gamache.


‘François Marois.’


Clara’s eyes widened and she looked around the crowded room. Why was there no stampede to speak to the prominent art dealer? Why was Armand Gamache, who wasn’t even an artist, the only one speaking to Monsieur Marois? If these vernissages were for one thing it wasn’t to celebrate the artist. It was to network. And there was no greater catch than François Marois. Then she realized few in the room probably even knew who he was.


‘As you know, he almost never comes to shows, but I gave him one of the catalogs and he thought your works were fabulous.’


‘Really?’


Even allowing for the translation from ‘art’ fabulous to ‘normal people’ fabulous, it was a compliment.


‘François knows everyone with money and taste,’ said the curator. ‘This really is a coup. If he likes your works, you’re made.’ The curator peered more closely. ‘I don’t know the man he’s talking to. Probably some professor of art history.’


Before Clara could say the man wasn’t a professor she saw Marois turn from the portrait to Armand Gamache. A look of shock on his face.


Clara wondered what he’d just seen. And what it meant.


‘Now,’ said the curator, pointing Clara in the opposite direction. ‘André Castonguay over there’s another catch.’ Across the room Clara saw a familiar figure on the Québec art scene. Where François Marois was private and retiring, André Castonguay was ever-present, the éminence grise of Québec art. Slightly younger than Marois, slightly taller, slightly heavier, Monsieur Castonguay was surrounded by rings of people. The inner circle was made up of critics from various powerful newspapers. Radiating out from there were rings of lesser gallery owners and critics. And finally, in the outer circle, were the artists.


They were the satellites and André Castonguay the sun.


‘Let me introduce you.’


‘Fabulous,’ said Clara. In her head she translated that ‘fabulous’ into what she really meant. Oh merde.


*


Is it possible?’ François Marois asked, searching Chief Inspector Gamache’s face.


Gamache looked at the older man, and smiling slightly he nodded.


Marois turned back to the portrait.


The din in the gallery was almost deafening as more and more guests crowded into the vernissage.


But François Marois had eyes for only one face. The disappointed elderly woman on the wall. So full of censure and despair.


‘It’s Mary, isn’t it?’ asked Marois, almost in a whisper.


Chief Inspector Gamache wasn’t sure the art dealer was talking to him, so he said nothing. Marois had seen what few others grasped.


Clara’s portrait wasn’t simply of an angry old woman. She’d in fact painted the Virgin Mary. Elderly. Abandoned by a world weary and wary of miracles. A world too busy to notice a stone rolled back. It had moved on to other wonders.


This was Mary in the final years. Forgotten. Alone.


Glaring out at a room filled with bright people sipping good wine. And walking right by her.


Except for François Marois, who now tore his eyes from the painting to look at Gamache once again.


‘What has Clara done?’ he asked quietly.


Gamache was silent for a moment, gathering his thoughts before answering.


Hello, numb nuts.’ Ruth Zardo slipped a thin arm through Jean Guy Beauvoir’s. ‘Tell me how you are.’


It was a command. Few had the fortitude to ignore Ruth. But then, few were ever asked how they were, by Ruth.


‘I’m doing well.’


‘Bullshit,’ said the old poet. ‘You look like crap. Thin. Pale. Wrinkled.’


‘You’re describing yourself, you old drunk.’


Ruth Zardo cackled. ‘True. You look like a bitter old woman. And that’s not the compliment it might seem.’


Beauvoir smiled. He’d actually been looking forward to seeing Ruth again. He examined the tall, thin, elderly woman leaning on her cane. Ruth’s hair was white and thin and cut close to her head, so that it looked like her skull was exposed. Which seemed to Beauvoir about right. Nothing inside Ruth’s head was ever unexposed or unexpressed. It was her heart she kept hidden.


But it came out in her poetry. Somehow, and Beauvoir couldn’t begin to guess how, Ruth Zardo had won the Governor General’s Award for poetry. None of which he understood. Fortunately, Ruth in person was a lot easier to decode.


‘Why’re you here?’ she demanded and fixed him with a steady look.


‘Why’re you? You can’t tell me you came all the way from Three Pines to support Clara.’


Ruth looked at him as though he’d lost his mind. ‘Of course not. I’m here for the same reason everyone else is. Free food and drink. But I’ve had my fill now. Are you coming back to the party in Three Pines later?’


‘We were invited, but I don’t think so.’


Ruth nodded. ‘Good. More for me. I heard about your divorce. I suppose she cheated on you. Only natural.’


‘Hag,’ muttered Beauvoir.


‘Dick-head,’ said Ruth. Beauvoir’s eyes had wandered and Ruth followed his stare. To the young woman across the room.


‘You can do better than her,’ said Ruth and felt the arm she was holding tense. Her companion was silent. She turned sharp eyes on him then looked once again at the woman Beauvoir was staring at.


Mid to late twenties, not fat, but not thin either. Not pretty, but not dirt ugly either. Not tall, but not short either.


She would appear to be completely average, completely unremarkable. Except for one thing.


The young woman radiated well-being.


As Ruth watched an older woman approached the group and put an arm around the younger woman’s waist and kissed her.


Reine-Marie Gamache. Ruth had met her a few times.


Now the wizened old poet looked at Beauvoir with heightened interest.


Peter Morrow was chatting up a few gallery owners. Minor figures in the art world but best to keep them happy.


He knew André Castonguay, of the Galerie Castonguay, was there and Peter was dying to meet him. He’d also noticed the critics for the New York Times and Le Figaro. He glanced across the room and saw a photographer taking Clara’s picture.


She looked away for a moment and caught his eye, shrugging. He lifted his wine in salute, and smiled.


Should he go over and introduce himself to Castonguay? But there was such a crowd around him, Peter didn’t want to look pathetic. Hovering. Better to stay away, as though he didn’t care, didn’t need André Castonguay.


Peter brought his attention back to the owner of a small gallery, who was explaining they’d love to do a show for Peter, but were all booked.


Out of the corner of his eye he saw the rings around Castonguay part, and make way for Clara.


You asked how I feel when I see this painting,’ said Armand Gamache. The two men were looking at the portrait. ‘I feel calm. Comforted.’


François Marois looked at him with amazement.


‘Comforted? But how? Happy maybe that you aren’t so angry yourself? Does her own immense rage make yours more acceptable? What does Madame Morrow call this painting?’ Marois removed his glasses and leaned into the description stenciled on the wall.


Then he stepped back, his face more perplexed than ever.


‘It’s called Still Life. I wonder why.’


As the art dealer concentrated on the portrait Gamache noticed Olivier across the room. Staring at him. The Chief Inspector smiled a greeting and wasn’t surprised when Olivier turned away.


He at least had his answer.


Beside him Marois exhaled. ‘I see.’


Gamache turned back to the art dealer. Marois was no longer surprised. His veneer of civility and sophistication had slipped, and a genuine smile broke through.


‘It’s in her eyes, isn’t it.’


Gamache nodded.


Then Marois cocked his head to one side, looking not at the portrait but into the crowd. Puzzled. He looked back to the painting, then again into the crowd.


Gamache followed his gaze, and wasn’t surprised to see it resting on the elderly woman speaking with Jean Guy Beauvoir.


Ruth Zardo.


Beauvoir was looking vexed, annoyed, as one so often does around Ruth. But Ruth herself was looking quite pleased.


‘It’s her, isn’t it?’ asked Marois, his voice excited and low as though not wanting to let anyone else in on their secret.


Gamache nodded. ‘A neighbor of Clara’s in Three Pines.’


Marois watched Ruth, fascinated. It was as though the painting had come alive. Then he and Gamache both turned back to the portrait.


Clara had painted her as the forgotten and belligerent Virgin Mary. Worn down by age and rage, by resentments real and manufactured. By friendships soured. By entitlements denied and love withheld. But there was something else. A vague suggestion in those weary eyes. Not even seen really. More a promise. A rumor in the distance.


Amid all the brush strokes, all the elements, all the color and nuance in the portrait, it came down to one tiny detail. A single white dot.


In her eyes.


Clara Morrow had painted the moment despair became hope.


François Marois stepped back half a pace and nodded gravely.


‘It’s remarkable. Beautiful.’ He turned to Gamache then. ‘Unless, of course, it’s a ruse.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Gamache.


‘Maybe it isn’t hope at all,’ said Marois, ‘but merely A Trick of The Light.’




THREE


[image: image]


The next morning Clara rose early. Putting on rubber boots and a sweater over her pajamas, she poured herself a coffee and sat in one of the Adirondack chairs in their back garden.


The caterers had cleaned up and there was no evidence of the huge barbecue and dance the night before.


She closed her eyes and could feel the young June sun on her upturned face and could hear birdcalls and the Rivière Bella Bella gurgling past at the end of the garden. Below that was the thrum of bumblebees climbing in and over and around the peonies. Getting lost.


Bumbling around.


It looked comical, ridiculous. But then so much did, unless you knew.


Clara Morrow held the warm mug in her hands and smelt coffee, and the fresh-mown grass. The lilacs and peonies and young, fragrant roses.


This was the village that had lived beneath the covers when Clara was a child. That was built behind the thin wooden door to her bedroom, where outside her parents argued. Her brothers ignored her. The phone rang, but not for her. Where eyes slid over and past her and through her. To someone else. Someone prettier. More interesting. Where people butted in as though she was invisible, and interrupted her as though she hadn’t just spoken.


But when as a child she closed her eyes and pulled the sheets over her head, Clara saw the pretty little village in the valley. With the forests and flowers and kindly people.


Where bumbling was a virtue.


As far back as she could remember Clara wanted only one thing, even more than she’d wanted the solo show. It wasn’t riches, it wasn’t power, it wasn’t even love.


Clara Morrow wanted to belong. And now, at almost fifty, she did.


Was the show a mistake? In accepting it had she separated herself from the rest?


As she sat, scenes from the night before came to mind. Her friends, other artists, Olivier catching her eye and nodding reassuringly. The excitement at meeting André Castonguay and others. The curator’s happy face. The barbecue back in the village. The food and drink and fireworks. The live band and dancing. The laughter.


The relief.


But now, in the clear light of day, the anxiety had returned. Not the storm it had been at its worst, but a light mist that muted the sunshine.


And Clara knew why.


Peter and Olivier had gone to get the newspapers. To bring back the words she’d waited a lifetime to read. The reviews. The words of the critics.


Brilliant. Visionary. Masterful.


Dull. Derivative. Predictable.


Which would it be?


Clara sat, and sipped, and tried not to care. Tried not to notice the shadows lengthening, creeping toward her as the minutes passed.


A car door slammed and Clara spasmed in her chair, surprised out of her reverie.


‘We’re hoo-ome,’ Peter sang.


She heard footsteps coming around the side of their cottage. She got up and turned to greet Peter and Olivier. But instead of the two men walking toward her, they were standing still. As though turned into large garden gnomes.
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