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      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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      Kneeling in the fragrant moist grass of the village green Clara Morrow carefully hid the Easter egg and thought about raising

         the dead, which she planned to do right after supper. Wiping a strand of hair from her face, she smeared bits of grass, mud

         and some other brown stuff that might not be mud into her tangled hair. All around, villagers wandered with their baskets

         of brightly colored eggs, looking for the perfect hiding places. Ruth Zardo sat on the bench in the middle of the green tossing

         the eggs at random, though occasionally she’d haul off and peg someone in the back of the head or on the bottom. She had disconcertingly

         good aim for someone so old and so nuts, thought Clara.

      


      

       ‘You going tonight?’ Clara asked, trying to distract the old poet from taking aim at Monsieur Béliveau.


      

       ‘Are you kidding? Live people are bad enough; why would I want to bring one back from the dead?’


      

       With that Ruth whacked Monsieur Béliveau in the back of his head. Fortunately the village grocer was wearing a cloth cap.

         It was also fortunate he had great affection for the white-haired ramrod on the bench. Ruth chose her victims well. They were almost always people who cared for her.

      


      

       Normally being pelted by a chocolate Easter egg wouldn’t be a big deal, but these weren’t chocolate. They’d made that mistake

         only once.

      


      

      A few years earlier, when the village of Three Pines first decided to have an egg hunt on Easter Sunday, there’d been great

         excitement. The villagers met at Olivier’s Bistro and over drinks and Brie they divvied up bags of chocolate eggs to be hidden

         the next day. ‘Ooohs’ and ‘Aaaaahs’ tinged with envy filled the air. Would that they were children again. But their pleasure

         would surely come from seeing the faces of the village children. Besides, the kids might not find them all, especially those

         hidden behind Olivier’s bar.

      


      

       ‘They’re gorgeous.’ Gabri picked up a tiny marzipan goose, delicately sculpted, then bit its head off.


      

       ‘Gabri.’ His partner Olivier yanked what was left of the goose from Gabri’s massive hand. ‘They’re for the kids.’


      

       ‘You just want it for yourself.’ Gabri turned to Myrna and muttered so that everyone could hear, ‘Great idea. Gay men offering

         chocolates to children. Let’s alert the Moral Majority.’

      


      

      Blond and bashful, Olivier blushed furiously.


      

      Myrna smiled. She looked like a massive Easter egg herself, black and oval and wrapped in a brilliant purple and red caftan.


      

       Most of the tiny village was at the bistro, crowded around the long bar of polished wood, though some had flopped down in

         the comfortable old armchairs scattered about. All for sale. Olivier’s was also an antique shop. Discreet tags dangled from

         everything, including Gabri when he felt under-appreciated and under-applauded.

      


      

       It was early April and fires crackled cheerily in the open grates, throwing warm light on the wide-plank pine floors, stained

         amber by time and sunlight. Waiters moved effortlessly through the beamed room, offering drinks and soft, runny Brie from

         Monsieur Pagé’s farm. The bistro was at the heart of the old Quebec village, sitting as it did on the edge of the green. On

         either side of it and attached by connecting doors were the rest of the shops, hugging the village in an aged brick embrace.

         Monsieur Béliveau’s general store, Sarah’s Boulangerie, then the bistro and finally, just off that, Myrna’s Livres, Neufs

         et Usagés. Three craggy pine trees had stood at the far end of the green for as long as anyone remembered, like wise men who’d

         found what they were looking for. Outward from the village, dirt roads radiated and meandered into the mountains and forests.

      


      

       But Three Pines itself was a village forgotten. Time eddied and swirled and sometimes bumped into it, but never stayed long

         and never left much of an impression. For hundreds of years the village had nestled in the palm of the rugged Canadian mountains,

         protected and hidden and rarely found except by accident. Sometimes, a weary traveler crested the hill and looking down saw,

         like Shangri-La, the welcoming circle of old homes. Some were weathered fieldstone built by settlers clearing the land of

         deeply rooted trees and backbreaking stones. Others were red brick and built by United Empire Loyalists desperate for sanctuary.

         And some had the swooping metal roofs of the Québécois home with their intimate gables and broad verandas. And at the far

         end was Olivier’s Bistro, offering café au lait and fresh-baked croissants, conversation and company and kindness. Once found, Three Pines was never forgotten. But it was only ever found by people lost.

      


      

       Myrna looked over at her friend Clara Morrow, who was sticking out her tongue. Myrna stuck hers out too. Clara rolled her

         eyes. Myrna rolled hers, taking a seat beside Clara on the soft sofa facing the fireplace.

      


      

       ‘You weren’t smoking garden mulch again while I was in Montreal, were you?’


      

       ‘Not this time,’ Clara laughed. ‘You have something on your nose.’


      

       Myrna felt around, found something and examined it. ‘Mmm, it’s either chocolate, or skin. Only one way to find out.’


      

      She popped it in her mouth.


      

      ‘God.’ Clara winced. ‘And you wonder why you’re single.’


      

      ‘I don’t wonder.’ Myrna smiled. ‘I don’t need a man to complete me.’


      

      ‘Oh really? What about Raoul?’


      

      ‘Ah, Raoul,’ said Myrna dreamily. ‘He was a sweet.’


      

      ‘He was a gummy bear,’ agreed Clara.


      

      ‘He completed me,’ said Myrna. ‘And then some.’ She patted her middle, large and generous, like the woman herself.


      

      ‘Look at this.’ A razor voice cut through conversation.


      

      Ruth Zardo stood in the center of the bistro holding aloft a chocolate rabbit as though it were a grenade. It was made of

         rich dark chocolate, its long ears perky and alert, its face so real Clara half expected it to twitch its delicate candy whiskers.

         In its paws it held a basket woven from white and milk chocolate, and in that basket sat a dozen candy eggs,

      


      

      beautifully decorated. It was lovely and Clara prayed Ruth wasn’t about to toss it at someone.

      


      

      ‘It’s a bunny rabbit,’ snarled the elderly poet.


      

      ‘I eat them too,’ said Gabri to Myrna. ‘It’s a habit. A rabbit habit.’


      

      Myrna laughed and immediately wished she hadn’t. Ruth turned her glare on her.


      

      ‘Ruth.’ Clara stood up and approached cautiously, holding her husband Peter’s Scotch as enticement. ‘Let the bunny go.’


      

      It was a sentence she’d never said before.


      

      ‘It’s a rabbit,’ Ruth repeated as though to slow children. ‘So what’s it doing with these?’


      

      She pointed to the eggs.


      

      ‘Since when do rabbits have eggs?’ Ruth persisted, looking at the bewildered villagers. ‘Never thought of that, eh? Where

         did it get them? Presumably from chocolate chickens. The bunny must have stolen the eggs from candy chickens who’re searching

         for their babies. Frantic.’

      


      

      The funny thing was, as the old poet spoke Clara could actually imagine chocolate chickens running around desperate to find

         their eggs. Eggs stolen by the Easter bunny.

      


      

      With that Ruth dropped the chocolate bunny to the floor, shattering it.


      

      ‘Oh, God,’ said Gabri, running to pick it up. ‘That was for Olivier.’


      

      ‘Really?’ said Olivier, forgetting he himself had bought it.


      

      ‘This is a strange holiday,’ said Ruth ominously. ‘I’ve never liked it.’


      

      ‘And now it’s mutual,’ said Gabri, holding the fractured rabbit as though an adored and wounded child. He’s so tender, thought

         Clara not for the first time. Gabri was so big, so overwhelming, it was easy to forget how sensitive he was. Until moments like these when he gently held a dying chocolate bunny.

      


      

      ‘How do we celebrate Easter?’ the old poet demanded, yanking Peter’s Scotch from Clara and downing it. ‘We hunt eggs and eat

         hot cross buns.’

      


      

      ‘Mais, we go to St Thomas’s too,’ said Monsieur Béliveau.

      


      

      ‘More people go to Sarah’s Boulangerie than ever show up at church,’ snapped Ruth. ‘They buy pastry with an instrument of

         torture on it. I know you think I’m crazy, but maybe I’m the only sane one here.’

      


      

      And on that disconcerting note she limped to the door, then turned back.


      

      ‘Don’t put those chocolate eggs out for the children. Something bad will happen.’


      

      And like Jeremiah, the weeping prophet, she was right. Something bad did happen.


      

      Next morning the eggs had vanished. All that could be found were wrappers. At first the villagers suspected older children,

         or perhaps even Ruth, had sabotaged the event.

      


      

      ‘Look at this,’ said Peter, holding up the shredded remains of a chocolate bunny box. ‘Teeth marks. And claws.’


      

      ‘So it was Ruth,’ said Gabri, taking the box and examining it.


      

      ‘See here.’ Clara raced after a candy wrapper blowing across the village green. ‘Look, it’s all ripped apart as well.’


      

      After spending the morning hunting Easter egg wrappers and cleaning up the mess, most villagers trudged back to Olivier’s

         to warm themselves by the fire.

      


      

      ‘Now, really,’ said Ruth to Clara and Peter over lunch at the bistro. ‘Couldn’t you see that coming?’


      

      ‘I admit it seems obvious,’ Peter laughed, cutting into his golden croque-monsieur, the melted Camembert barely holding the maple-smoked ham and flaky croissant together. Around him anxious parents buzzed,

         trying to bribe crying children.

      


      

      ‘Every wild animal within miles must have been in the village last night,’ said Ruth, slowly swirling the ice cubes in her

         Scotch. ‘Eating Easter eggs. Foxes, raccoons, squirrels.’

      


      

      ‘Bears,’ said Myrna, joining their table. ‘Jesus, that’s pretty scary. All those starving bears, rising from their dens, ravenous

         after hibernating all winter.’

      


      

      ‘Imagine their surprise to find chocolate eggs and bunnies,’ said Clara, between mouthfuls of creamy seafood chowder with

         chunks of salmon and scallops and shrimp. She took a crusty baguette and twisted off a piece, spreading it with Olivier’s

         special sweet butter. ‘The bears must have wondered what miracle had happened while they slept.’

      


      

      ‘Not everything that rises up is a miracle,’ said Ruth, lifting her eyes from the amber liquid, her lunch, and looking out

         the mullioned windows. ‘Not everything that comes back to life is meant to. This is a strange time of year. Rain one day,

         snow the next. Nothing’s certain. It’s unpredictable.’

      


      

      ‘Every season’s unpredictable,’ said Peter. ‘Hurricanes in fall, snowstorms in winter.’


      

      ‘But you’ve just proved my point,’ said Ruth. ‘You can name the threat. We all know what to expect in other seasons. But not

         spring. The worst flooding happens in spring. Forest fires, killing frosts, snowstorms and mud slides. Nature’s in turmoil.

         Anything can happen.’

      


      

      ‘The most achingly beautiful days happen in spring too,’ said Clara.


      

      ‘True, the miracle of rebirth. I hear whole religions are based on the concept. But some things are better off buried.’ The old poet got up and downed her Scotch. ‘It’s not over yet.

         The bears will be back.’

      


      

      ‘I would be too,’ said Myrna, ‘if I’d suddenly found a village made of chocolate.’


      

      Clara smiled, but her eyes were on Ruth, who for once didn’t radiate anger or annoyance. Instead Clara caught something far

         more disconcerting.

      


      

      Fear.




      

      TWO
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      Ruth had been right. The bears did come back each Easter in search of chocolate eggs. Of course, they found none and after

         a couple of years gave up and instead stayed in the woods surrounding Three Pines. Villagers quickly learned not to go for

         long walks in the woods at Easter, and to never, ever get between a newborn bear cub and its mother.

      


      

      It’s all part of nature, Clara told herself. But a niggling worry remained. Somehow they’d brought this on themselves.


      

      Once again Clara found herself on her hands and knees, this time with the beautiful wooden eggs they’d substituted for the

         real thing. That had been Hanna and Roar Parra’s idea. Coming from the Czech Republic they had no mean knack with painted

         eggs.

      


      

      Over the winter Roar whittled the wooden eggs and Hanna handed them out to anyone interested in painting them. Soon people

         from all over the Cantons de l’Est were taking eggs. School kids did them as art projects, parents rediscovered latent talents,

         grandparents painted scenes from their youth. Over the long Quebec winter they painted and on Good Friday they started hiding them. Once found the children exchanged the wooden bounty for the real thing. Or at least, the

         chocolate thing.

      


      

      ‘Hey, look at this,’ Clara called from beside the pond on the green. Monsieur Béliveau and Madeleine Favreau went over. Monsieur

         Béliveau stooped down, his long slender body almost bending double. There in the long grass was a nest of eggs.

      


      

      ‘They’re real,’ he laughed, spreading the grass to show Madeleine.


      

      ‘How beautiful,’ said Mad, reaching out.


      

      ‘Mais, non,’ he said. ‘Their mother will reject them if you touch.’

      


      

      Mad quickly brought back her hand and looked at Clara with a wide open smile. Clara had always liked Madeleine, though they

         didn’t know each other well. Mad had lived in the area for only a few years. She was some years younger than Clara and full

         of life. She was also a natural beauty, with short dark hair and intelligent brown eyes. She always seemed to be enjoying

         herself. And why not, thought Clara. After what she’d been through.

      


      

      ‘What sort of eggs are they?’ Clara asked.


      

      Madeleine made a face and put up her hands. Not a clue.


      

      Monsieur Béliveau again folded himself in a graceful movement. ‘Not chicken. Trop grand. Maybe duck, or goose.’

      


      

      ‘That would be fun,’ said Madeleine. ‘A little family on the green.’ She turned to Clara. ‘What time’s the séance?’


      

      ‘You’re coming?’ Clara was surprised though delighted. ‘Hazel too?’


      

      ‘No, Hazel’s refused. Sophie gets home tomorrow morning and Hazel says she has to cook and clean, mais, franchement?’ Madeleine leaned in conspiratorially, ‘I think she’s afraid of ghosts. Monsieur Béliveau has agreed to come.’

      


      

      ‘We must be grateful Hazel has decided to cook instead,’ said Monsieur Béliveau. ‘She’s made us a wonderful casserole.’


      

      It was very like Hazel, Clara thought. Always caring for others. Clara was slightly afraid people took advantage of Hazel’s

         generosity, especially that daughter of hers, but she also realized it was none of her business.

      


      

      ‘But we have a great deal of work to do before dinner, mon ami.’ Madeleine smiled radiantly at Monsieur Béliveau and touched him lightly on the shoulder. The older man smiled. He hadn’t

         smiled a lot since his wife died, but now he did, and Clara had another reason to like Madeleine. She watched them now holding

         their baskets of Easter eggs and walking through the late April sunshine, the youngest and tenderest of lights falling on

         a young and tender relationship. Monsieur Béliveau, tall and slim and slightly stooped, seemed to have a spring in his step.

      


      

      Clara stood up and stretched her forty-eight-year-old body, then glanced around. It looked like a field of derrières. Every

         villager was bending over, placing eggs. Clara wished she had her sketch pad.

      


      

      There was certainly nothing cool about Three Pines, nothing funky or edgy or any of the other things that had mattered to

         Clara when she’d graduated from art college twenty-five years ago. Nothing here was designed. Instead, the village seemed

         to follow the lead of the three pines on the green and simply to have grown from the earth over time.

      


      

      Clara took a deep breath of the fragrant spring air and looked over at the home she shared with Peter. It was brick with a wooden porch and a fieldstone wall fronting the Commons. A path wound from their gate through some apple trees about

         to bloom to their front door. From there Clara’s eyes wandered around the houses surrounding the Commons. Like their inhabitants,

         the homes of Three Pines were sturdy and shaped by their environment. They’d withstood storms and wars, loss and sorrow. And

         emerging from that was a community of great kindness and compassion.

      


      

      Clara loved it. The houses, the shops, the village green, the perennial gardens and even the washboard roads. She loved the

         fact that Montreal was less than a two-hour drive away, and the American border was just down the road. But more than all

         of that, she loved the people who now spent this and every Good Friday hiding wooden eggs for children.

      


      

      It was a late Easter, near the end of April. They weren’t always so lucky with the elements. At least once the village had

         awoken on Easter Sunday to find a fresh dumping of heavy spring snow, burying the tender buds and painted eggs. It had often

         been bitterly cold and the villagers had had to duck into Olivier’s Bistro every now and then for a hot cider or hot chocolate,

         wrapping trembling and frozen fingers around the warm and welcoming mugs.

      


      

      But not today. There was a certain glory about this April day. It was a perfect Good Friday, sunny and warm. The snow had

         gone, even in the shadows, where it tended to linger. The grass was growing and the trees had a halo of the gentlest green.

         It was as though the aura of Three Pines had suddenly made itself visible. It was all golden light with shimmering green edges.

      


      

      Tulip bulbs were beginning to crack through the earth and soon the village green would be awash with spring flowers, deep blue hyacinths and bluebells and gay bobbing daffodils, snowdrops and fragrant lily of the valley, filling the village

         with fragrance and delight.

      


      

      This Good Friday Three Pines smelled of fresh earth and promise. And maybe a worm or two.


      

      ‘I don’t care what you say, I won’t go.’


      

      Clara heard the urgent and vicious whisper. She was crouching again, by the tall grass of the pond. She couldn’t see who it

         was but she realized they must be just on the other side of the grass. It was a woman’s voice speaking French but in a tone

         so strained and upset she couldn’t identify her.

      


      

      ‘It’s just a séance,’ a man’s voice said.


      

      ‘It’ll be fun.’


      

      ‘It’s sacrilege, for Christ’s sake. A séance on Good Friday?’


      

      There was a pause. Clara was feeling uncomfortable. Not about eavesdropping, but her legs were beginning to cramp.


      

      ‘Come on, Odile. You’re not even religious. What can happen?’


      

      Odile? thought Clara. The only Odile she knew was Odile Montmagny. And she was –


      

      The woman hissed again:


      

      

         ‘Each winter’s frostbite and the bug


         That greets the spring will leave its mark,


         As well as sorrow on the mug


         Of infant, youth and patriarch.’

         


      


      

      Stunned silence fell.


      

      – a really bad poet, Clara completed her thought.


      

      Odile had spoken solemnly, as though the words conveyed something other than the talent of the poet.


      

      ‘I’ll look after you,’ said the man. Clara now knew who he was too. Odile’s boyfriend, Gilles Sandon.

      


      

      ‘Why do you really want to go, Gilles?’


      

      ‘Just for fun.’


      

      ‘Is it because she’ll be there?’


      

      There was silence, except for Clara’s screaming legs.


      

      ‘He’ll be there too, you know,’ Odile pressed.


      

      ‘Who?’


      

      ‘You know who. Monsieur Béliveau,’ said Odile. ‘I have a bad feeling about this, Gilles.’


      

      There was another pause, then Sandon spoke, his voice deep and flat as though making a huge effort to smother any emotion.


      

      ‘Don’t worry. I won’t kill him.’


      

      Clara had forgotten all about her legs. Kill Monsieur Béliveau? Who’d even consider such a thing? The old grocer had never

         even short-changed anyone. What could Gilles Sandon possibly have against him?

      


      

      She heard the two walk away and straightening up with some agony Clara stared after them, Odile pear-shaped and waddling slightly,

         Gilles a huge teddy bear of a man, his signature red beard visible even from behind.

      


      

      Clara glanced at her sweaty hands clutching the wooden Easter eggs. The cheery colors had bled into her palms.


      

      Suddenly the séance, which had seemed an amusing idea a few days ago when Gabri had put the notice up in the bistro announcing

         the arrival of the famous psychic, Madame Isadore Blavatsky, now felt different. Instead of happy anticipation Clara was filled

         with dread.

      




      

      THREE
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      Madame Isadore Blavatsky wasn’t herself that night. In fact, she wasn’t Madame Isadore Blavatsky at all.

      


      

      ‘Please, call me Jeanne.’ The mousy woman stood in the middle of the back room at the bistro, holding out her hand. ‘Jeanne

         Chauvet.’

      


      

      ‘Bonjour, Madame Chauvet.’ Clara smiled and shook the limp hand. ‘Excusez-moi.’

      


      

      ‘Jeanne,’ the woman reminded her in a voice barely audible.


      

      Clara stepped over to Gabri who was offering a platter of smoked salmon to his guests. The room was beginning to fill up,

         slightly. ‘Salmon?’ He thrust the plate at Clara.

      


      

      ‘Who is she?’ Clara asked.


      

      ‘Madame Blavatsky, the famous Hungarian psychic. Can’t you just feel her energy?’


      

      Madeleine and Monsieur Béliveau waved. Clara waved back then glanced over at Jeanne who looked as though she’d faint if someone

         said boo. ‘I certainly feel something, young man, and it’s annoyed.’

      


      

      Gabri Dubeau vacillated between delight at being called ‘young man’ and defensiveness.

      


      

      ‘That isn’t Madame Blavatsky. She doesn’t even pretend to be. Her name’s Jeanne someone-or-other,’ said Clara, absent-mindedly

         taking a piece of salmon and folding it onto a pumpernickel. ‘You promised us Madame Blavatsky.’

      


      

      ‘You don’t even know who Madame Blavatsky is.’


      

      ‘Well, I know who she isn’t.’ Clara nodded and smiled at the small, middle-aged woman standing slightly bewildered in the

         middle of the room.

      


      

      ‘And would you’ve come if you’d known she was the psychic?’ Gabri gestured with the plate toward Jeanne. A caper rolled off

         the end, to be lost on the rich oriental carpet.

      


      

      Why do we never learn? Clara sighed to herself. Every time Gabri has a guest he organizes some outlandish event, like the

         time the poker champ came to stay and took all our money, or that singer who made even Ruth sound like Maria Callas. Still,

         horrible as these socials Gabri threw together turned out for the villagers, they must have been worse for the unsuspecting

         guests, roped into entertaining Three Pines when all they wanted was a quiet stay in the country.

      


      

      She watched as Jeanne Chauvet gazed around the room, rubbed her hands on her polyester pants and smiled at the portrait above

         the roaring fireplace. Before Clara’s very eyes she seemed to disappear. It was actually quite a trick, though not one that

         spoke highly of her psychic abilities. Clara felt badly for her. Really, what was Gabri thinking?

      


      

      ‘What were you thinking?’


      

      ‘What do you mean? She’s a psychic. She told me when she booked in. True, she’s not Madame Blavatsky. Or from Hungary. But

         she does readings.’

      


      

      ‘Wait a minute.’ Clara was getting suspicious. ‘Does she even know you’d planned this evening?’

      


      

      ‘Well, I’m sure she divined it.’


      

      ‘Once people started showing up, maybe. Gabri, how could you do this to her? To us?’


      

      ‘She’ll be fine. Look at her. She’s loosening up already.’


      

      Myrna had fetched her a tumbler of white wine and Jeanne Chauvet was drinking as though it was water before the miracle. Myrna

         looked over and lifted her eyebrows at Clara. Much more of this and Myrna would have to conduct the séance.

      


      

      ‘Séance?’ Jeanne asked a minute later when Myrna asked what they could expect. ‘Who’s holding a séance?’


      

      All eyes turned to Gabri, who very carefully placed the platter on a table and went over to stand beside Jeanne. Gabri’s bulk

         and natural exuberance seemed to make the nondescript woman shrink even further until she looked like clothes on a hanger.

         Clara guessed she was somewhere around forty. Her hair was dull brown and looked as though she cut it herself. Her eyes were

         faded blue and her clothing was bargain-bin Kmart. Clara, who’d lived in poverty as an artist most of her life, recognized

         the signs. She wondered fleetingly why Jeanne had come to Three Pines and paid to stay at Gabri’s B&B, which while not ruinous

         wasn’t cheap either.

      


      

      Jeanne no longer seemed afraid, just confused. Clara wanted to go over and put her arms round the little woman and shield

         her from what was coming next. She wanted to give her a good hot dinner and a warm bath and some kindness, then maybe she’d

         become substantial.

      


      

      Clara too glanced around the room. Peter had flatly refused to come, calling it hogwash. But he’d held her hand an instant longer than necessary as she’d left, and told her to be careful.

         Walking under the stars round the village green to the cheery bistro Clara had smiled. Peter had been raised a strict Anglican.

         This sort of thing repulsed him. It also terrified him.

      


      

      They’d had a small discussion over dinner, with Peter taking the predictable view that this was nuts.


      

      ‘Are you calling me nuts?’ Clara had asked, knowing he hadn’t but loving to see him squirm. He’d raised his head, full of

         lush grey curls, and looked at her angrily. Tall and slender with aquiline nose and intelligent eyes, he looked like a bank

         president, not an artist. And yet that was what he was. But an artist who seemed unconnected to his heart. He lived in a deeply

         rational world where anything unexplainable was ‘nuts’ or ‘silly’ or ‘insane’. Emotions were insane. Except his love for Clara,

         which was complete and all-consuming.

      


      

      ‘No, I’m calling the psychic nuts. She’s a charlatan. Contacting the dead, predicting the future. Bullshit. It’s the oldest

         game in the book.’

      


      

      ‘Which book? The Bible?’


      

      ‘Don’t start with me, Clara,’ Peter had warned.


      

      ‘No, really. Which book talks about transformations? Of water into wine? Of bread into flesh? Or magic, like walking on water?

         Of parting the seas and making the blind see and the crippled walk?’

      


      

      ‘Those were miracles, not magic.’


      

      ‘Ahh.’ Clara had nodded and smiled and gone back to eating.


      

      So Clara found herself with Myrna as her date. Madeleine and Monsieur Béliveau were there, not quite holding hands but they might as well have been. His long sweater-clad arm was

         just touching hers, and she didn’t shy away. Once again Clara was taken by how attractive Madeleine was. She was one of those

         women other women wanted as a best friend and men wanted as a wife.

      


      

      Clara smiled at Monsieur Béliveau and blushed. Because she’d caught them in an intimate moment, seen feelings best kept private?

         She considered for a moment, but realized the blush had more to do with her than him. She felt differently about Monsieur

         Béliveau after overhearing Gilles that afternoon. The gentle grocer had gone from being a benign and kindly presence in their

         lives to a mystery. Clara didn’t like the transformation. And she didn’t like herself for being so susceptible to gossip.

      


      

      Gilles Sandon stood in front of the fireplace, rubbing the warmth into the back of his substantial jeans with vigor. He was

         so big he almost blocked the entire hearth. Odile Montmagny brought him a glass of wine which he took absent-mindedly, preferring

         instead to concentrate on Monsieur Béliveau, who seemed oblivious.

      


      

      Clara had always liked Odile. They were much the same age and both were in the arts, Clara a painter and Odile a poet. She

         claimed to be working on an epic poem, an ode to the English of Quebec, which was suspicious since she was French. Clara would

         never forget the reading she’d attended at the Royal Canadian Legion in St-Rémy. All sorts of local writers had been invited,

         including Ruth and Odile. Ruth had read first, from her searing work, ‘To the Congregation’.

      


      

      

         I envy you your steady blaze


         fed by the Book of Common Praise.


         I envy this, believe I do,


         that you can be, together, you,


         And understand you may not see


         that I must, on my own, be me.


      


      

      And then it had been Odile’s turn. Up she’d sprung and without pause launched into her poem.


      

      

         Spring is coming with its girth,


         And breezy breath of balmy warmth


         And burbank, bobolink, and snearth,


         Shall banish winter’s chill and dearth,


         And luscious joy shall fill the earth.


      


      

      ‘Wonderful poem,’ Clara lied, when everyone had finished and they were crowded around the bar, feeling some urgency for a

         drink. ‘I’m just kind of curious. I’ve never actually heard of a snearth.’

      


      

      ‘I made it up,’ said Odile with glee. ‘I needed a word to rhyme with dearth and earth.’


      

      ‘Like mirth?’ Ruth suggested. Clara shot her a warning look and Odile seemed to consider it.


      

      ‘Not powerful enough, I’m afraid.’


      

      ‘Unlike the juggernaut that is snearth,’ said Ruth to Clara before turning back to Odile. ‘Well, I certainly feel enriched,

         if not fertilized. The only poet I can think to compare you to is the great Sarah Binks.’

      


      

      While Odile had never heard of Sarah Binks she knew her cultural knowledge had been stunted by an education that only admitted francophone genius. Sarah Binks, she knew, must be

         a very great English poet indeed. That compliment from Ruth Zardo had fueled Odile Montmagny’s creativity and in quiet moments

         at their shop, La Maison Biologique in St-Rémy, she’d pull out her worn and worried child’s notebook to write another poem,

         sometimes not even pausing for inspiration.

      


      

      Clara, a struggling artist herself, identified with Odile and cheered her on. Peter, of course, thought Odile was nuts. But

         Clara knew differently. She knew that what often distinguished great people of the arts wasn’t genius, but perseverance. Odile

         persevered.

      


      

      Eight of them had gathered in the cozy back room of the bistro to raise the dead this Good Friday, and the only question seemed

         to be, who would do it.

      


      

      ‘Not me,’ said Jeanne. ‘I thought one of you was the psychic.’


      

      ‘Gabri?’ Gilles Sandon turned on their host.


      

      ‘But you told me you do readings,’ Gabri said to Jeanne, pleading.


      

      ‘I do. Tarot cards, runes, that sort of thing. I don’t contact the dead. Not often anyway.’


      

      It’s funny, Clara thought, how if you wait long enough and listen, people will say the oddest things.


      

      ‘Not often?’ she asked Jeanne.


      

      ‘Sometimes,’ Jeanne admitted, taking a small step back from Clara as though from an assault. Clara put a smile on her face

         and tried to appear less assertive, though a chocolate bunny would appear assertive to this woman.

      


      

      ‘Could you do it tonight? Please?’ Gabri asked. He could see his party going south fast.

      


      

      Tiny, mousy insubstantial Jeanne stood at the center of their circle. Clara saw something then, something pass over the face

         of this gray woman. A smile. No. A sneer.

      




      

      FOUR
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      Hazel Smyth bustled through the comfortable, cramped house, keeping herself busy. She had a million things to do before her

         daughter Sophie got back from Queen’s University. The beds were already made with clean, crisp linens. The baked beans were

         slowly cooking, the bread was rising, the fridge was stocked with Sophie’s favorite food. Now Hazel collapsed on the uncomfortable

         horsehair sofa in the living room, feeling every day of her forty-two years, and then some. The old sofa seemed to be covered

         in tiny needles, pricking into anything that sat on it, as though trying to repulse the weight. And yet Hazel loved it, perhaps

         because no one else did. She knew it was stuffed with equal parts horsehair and memories, themselves prickly at times.

      


      

      ‘You don’t still have it, Haze?’ Madeleine had laughed a few years earlier, when she’d first walked into the cramped room.

         Hurrying over to the old sofa Madeleine had climbed right onto it, leaning over the back as though she’d forgotten how people

         sit, her slim bottom waving slightly at Hazel, who watched dumbfounded.

      


      

      ‘What a riot,’ came Mad’s muffled voice from between the sofa and the wall. ‘Remember how we used to spy on your parents from

         behind this?’

      


      

      Hazel had forgotten that. Another memory to add to the overstuffed sofa. Suddenly there was a hoot of laughter and Madeleine,

         like the schoolgirl she’d once been, bounced round and sat facing Hazel, holding her hand out. Moving forward Hazel saw something

         in the delicate fingers. Something pristine and white. It looked like a small bleached bone. Hazel paused, a little afraid

         of what the sofa had produced.

      


      

      ‘It’s for you.’ Madeleine carefully placed the small offering in the palm of Hazel’s hand. Madeleine was beaming. There was

         no other word for it. A scarf covered her bald head, her eyebrows were inexpertly penciled in so she looked a little astonished.

         A slight bluish tinge under her eyes spoke of a tiredness that went beyond sleepless nights. But despite all that, Mad had

         beamed. And her extraordinary delight filled the drab room.

      


      

      They hadn’t seen each other in twenty years and while Hazel remembered each and every moment of their young friendship, she’d

         somehow forgotten how alive she’d felt around Madeleine. She looked down at her palm. The thing wasn’t a bone, but a note,

         all rolled up.

      


      

      ‘It was still in the sofa,’ said Madeleine. ‘Imagine that. After all these years. Waiting for us, I guess. Waiting for this

         moment.’

      


      

      Madeleine seemed to carry magic with her, Hazel remembered. And where there was magic there were miracles.


      

      ‘Where’d you find this?’


      

      ‘Back there.’ Mad waved her hand behind the sofa. ‘Once, when you were in the bathroom, I slipped it into a little hole.’


      

      ‘A little hole?’

      


      

      ‘A little hole made by a little pen,’ Madeleine’s eyes sparkled as she mimicked digging and twisting a pen into the sofa,

         and Hazel found herself laughing. She could just see the girl tunneling away at her parents’ prized possession. Madeleine

         was fearless. While Hazel had been the school hall monitor, Madeleine had been the one trying to sneak into class late, after

         grabbing a smoke in the woods.

      


      

      Hazel looked down at the tiny white cylinder in her palm, unsullied by exposure to sunlight and life, swallowed by the sofa

         to be coughed up decades later.

      


      

      Then she opened it. And she knew she’d had reason to be afraid of the thing. For what it contained changed her life immediately

         and forever. Written in round, exuberant purple ink was a single simple sentence.

      


      

      I love you.


      

      Hazel couldn’t meet Madeleine’s eyes. Instead she looked up from the tiny note and noticed that her living room, which that

         morning had been so drab, was now warm and comfortable, the washed-out colors vibrant. By the time her eyes returned to Madeleine

         the miracle had happened. One had become two.

      


      

      Madeleine went back to Montreal to finish her treatments, but as soon as she could she returned to the cottage in the countryside,

         surrounded by rolling hills and forests and fields of spring flowers. Madeleine had found a home and so had Hazel.

      


      

      Now Hazel picked up her darning from the old horsehair sofa. She was worried. Worried about what was happening at the bistro.


      

      *


      

      They’d done the runes, the ancient Nordic symbols of divination. According to the rune stones Clara was an ox, Myrna a pine

         torch, Gabri a birch, though Clara told him the rune said bitch.

      


      

      ‘Well, it got that right,’ said Gabri, impressed. ‘And God knows you’re an ox.’


      

      Monsieur Béliveau reached into the small wicker basket and withdrew a stone painted with a diamond symbol.


      

      ‘Marriage,’ suggested Monsieur Béliveau. Madeleine smiled but said nothing.


      

      ‘No,’ said Jeanne, taking the stone and examining it. ‘That’s the God Ing.’


      

      ‘Here, let me try.’ Gilles Sandon put his powerful, calloused hand into the delicate basket and withdrew it, his hand a fist.

         Opening it they saw a stone with the letter R. It looked to Clara a bit like the wooden eggs they’d hidden for the children.

         They too had been painted with symbols. But eggs were symbolic of life, while stones were symbolic of death.

      


      

      ‘What does it mean?’ Gilles asked.


      

      ‘It means riding. Adventure, a journey,’ said Jeanne, looking at Gilles. ‘Often accompanied by toil. Hard work.’


      

      ‘What else is new?’


      

      Odile laughed, as did Clara. Gilles was a hard worker and his forty-five-year-old body testified to years as a lumberjack.

         Strong and strapping and almost always bruised.

      


      

      ‘But,’ Jeanne reached out and placed her hand over the stone still sitting in the soft center of Gilles’s palm, surrounded

         by callus hills, ‘you picked it up upside down. The R is inverted.’

      


      

      Now there was silence. Gabri, who’d discovered by reading the small pamphlet on runes that his stone meant ‘birch’ not ‘bitch’, had been arguing with Clara and threatening to cut off her supply of pâté and red wine. Now the two of them joined

         the others and leaned in, the circle tight and tense.

      


      

      ‘What does that mean?’ Odile asked.


      

      ‘It means a difficult road ahead. It warns to be cautious.’


      

      ‘And what did his mean?’ Gilles pointed to Monsieur Béliveau.


      

      ‘The God Ing? It means fertility, masculinity.’ Jeanne smiled at the quiet, gentle grocer. ‘It’s also a powerful reminder

         to respect all that’s natural.’

      


      

      Gilles laughed, a petty, smug, mean little sound.


      

      ‘Do Madeleine,’ Myrna suggested, trying to break the tension.


      

      ‘Great.’ Mad reached in and withdrew a stone. ‘I’m sure mine will say I’m selfish and heartless. P.’ She smiled as she looked

         at the symbol. ‘That’s amazing, because I actually have to pee.’

      


      

      ‘The P symbol means joy,’ said Jeanne. ‘But you know what else?’


      

      Madeleine hesitated. As Clara watched the great energy that seemed to surround the woman appeared to dim, to diminish. It

         was as though she sagged for just an instant.

      


      

      ‘It’s upside down too,’ said Madeleine.


      

      Hazel’s hands darned the worn socks but her mind was elsewhere. She glanced at the clock. Ten thirty. Still early, she told

         herself.

      


      

      She wondered what was happening at the bistro over in Three Pines. Madeleine had suggested they go together, but Hazel had

         declined.

      


      

      ‘Don’t tell me you’re scared,’ Madeleine had teased.


      

      ‘Of course not. It’s just nonsense, a waste of time.’

      


      

      ‘Not afraid of ghosts? So, would you move into a house next to a cemetery?’


      

      Hazel thought about it. ‘Probably not, but only because of resale.’


      

      ‘Ever practical,’ Madeleine laughed.


      

      ‘Do you believe this woman can contact the dead?’


      

      ‘I don’t know,’ admitted Mad. ‘I honestly haven’t thought about it. It just seems like fun.’


      

      ‘Lots of people believe in ghosts, in haunted houses,’ said Hazel. ‘I was reading about one just the other day. It was in

         Philadelphia. A monk keeps appearing, and visitors see human shadows on the stairs and there was something else, what was

         it? Gave me the willies. Oh, yes. A cold spot. Right by a big wing chair and apparently everyone who sits in it dies but not

         before seeing the ghost of an old woman.’

      


      

      ‘I thought you said you don’t believe in ghosts.’


      

      ‘I don’t, but lots of people do.’


      

      ‘Lots of cultures talk about spirits,’ admitted Madeleine.


      

      ‘But we’re not talking about those, are we? I think there’s a difference. A ghost is somehow malevolent, wicked. There’s something

         vengeful and angry about a ghost. I’m not sure it’s such a good idea to play around with that. And the building the bistro’s

         in has been there for hundreds of years. Heaven knows how many people died there. No. I’ll stay at home, watch a bit of TV,

         take a dinner next door to poor Madame Bellows. And avoid ghosts.’

      


      

      Now Hazel sat in the puddle of dim light thrown from a single lamp in the living room. Remembering the conversation had left

         her chilled, as though a ghost had perched by her seat, creating a cold spot. She rose and turned on all the lights. But the room remained dull. Without Madeleine it seemed to wither.

      


      

      The disadvantage of putting on all the lights was that she could no longer see out the window. All she saw was her own reflection.

         At least, she hoped it was her own reflection. There was a middle-aged woman sitting on a sofa wearing a sensible tweed skirt

         and an olive twinset. Around her neck was a modest set of pearls. It could have been her mother. And maybe it was.

      


      

      Peter Morrow stood at the threshold of Clara’s studio, peering into the darkness. He’d cleaned up the dishes, read in front

         of the living room fire and then, bored, had decided to go into his own studio to put in an hour or so on his latest painting.

         He’d walked through their kitchen to the other side of their small home, with every intention of opening his studio door and

         going inside.

      


      

      So why was he now standing at the open door to Clara’s studio?


      

      It was dark and very quiet in there. He could feel his heart in his chest. His hands were cold and he realized he was holding

         his breath.

      


      

      The act was so simple, mundane even.


      

      He reached out and flicked on the overhead lights. Then he stepped in.


      

      They sat in a circle on wooden chairs. Jeanne counted and seemed disconcerted.


      

      ‘Eight is a bad number. We shouldn’t be doing this.’


      

      ‘What do you mean, a “bad” number?’ Madeleine could feel her heart start to pound.


      

      ‘It comes right after seven,’ said Jeanne, as though that explained it. ‘Eight forms the infinity sign.’ She gestured in the

         air, her finger making the invisible sign. ‘The energy goes round and round. No outlet. It gets angry and frustrated, and

         very powerful.’ She’d sighed. ‘This doesn’t feel good at all.’

      


      

      The lights were out and the only illumination came from the fireplace as it crackled and threw uncertain light upon them.

         Some were in darkness, their backs to the fire; the rest looked like a series of disembodied worried faces.

      


      

      ‘I want you all to clear your minds.’ Jeanne’s voice was deep and resonant. They couldn’t see her face. She had her back to

         the fire. Clara had the impression she’d done it on purpose, but perhaps not.

      


      

      ‘You must breathe deeply and let the anxiety and worry flow out of you. A spirit can sense energy. Any negative energy will

         only draw the ill-intentioned spirits. We want to fill the bistro with positive, loving kindness to attract the good spirits.’

      


      

      ‘Fuck,’ whispered Gabri. ‘This was a bad idea.’


      

      ‘Shut up,’ hissed Myrna beside him. ‘Good thoughts, asshole, and be quick about it.’


      

      ‘I’m scared,’ he whispered.


      

      ‘Well, stop it. Go to your happy place, Gabri, your happy place,’ Myrna rasped.


      

      ‘This is my happy place,’ snapped Gabri. ‘Please, take her first, please, she’s big and juicy. Please, don’t take me.’


      

      ‘You are a birch,’ said Myrna.


      

      ‘Quiet please,’ said Jeanne with more authority than Clara would have guessed possible. ‘If there’s a sudden loud noise I

         want you to grab each other’s hands, is that understood?’

      


      

      ‘Why?’ Gabri whispered to Odile on his other side. ‘Is she expecting something bad?’

      


      

      ‘Shhh,’ said Jeanne quietly and all whispering stopped. All breathing stopped. ‘They’re coming.’


      

      All hearts stopped.


      

      Peter stepped into Clara’s studio. He’d been in it hundreds of times and knew she kept the door open for a reason. She had

         nothing to hide. And yet for some reason he felt guilty.

      


      

      Looking around rapidly he strode directly to the large easel in the center of the room. The studio smelled of oils and varnishes

         and wood, with a slight undertone of strong coffee. Years and years of creation and coffee had imbued this room with comforting

         sensations. So why was Peter terrified?

      


      

      At the easel he stopped. Clara had draped a sheet over the canvas. He stood contemplating it, telling himself to leave, begging

         himself not to do this thing. Hardly believing what he was doing he saw his right hand reach out. Like a man who’d left his

         body he knew there was no controlling what was about to happen. It seemed pre-ordained.

      


      

      His hand clutched the stained old sheet and yanked.


      

      The room was silent. Clara desperately wanted to reach out and take Myrna’s hand, but she dared not move. In case. In case

         whatever was coming would focus its attention on her.

      


      

      Then she heard it. They all heard it.


      

      Footsteps.


      

      The turning of a doorknob.


      

      Someone whimpered, like a frightened puppy.


      

      Then suddenly a horrible pounding split the silence. A man yelled, Clara felt hands clutching at hers from both sides. She found them and held on for dear life, repeating over

         and over, ‘Bless O Lord this food to our use, and ourselves to Thy service. Let us be ever mindful of the needs of others.

         Amen.’

      


      

      ‘Let me in,’ a voice outside their world wailed.


      

      ‘Oh, God, it’s an angry spirit,’ said Myrna. ‘It’s your fault,’ she said to Gabri, who was wide-eyed and terrified.


      

      ‘Fuck,’ wailed the disembodied voice. ‘Fuuuuck.’


      

      A window pane rattled and a horrible face appeared at the glass. The circle gasped and recoiled.


      

      ‘For Christ’s sake, Dorothy, I know you’re in there,’ screamed the voice. It wasn’t what Clara had imagined would be the last

         words she’d hear on earth. She’d always thought they’d be, ‘What were you thinking?’

      


      

      Gabri rose, trembling, to his feet.


      

      ‘Dear God,’ he cried, making the sign of the cross with his fingers. ‘It’s the pre-dead.’


      

      At the mullioned window Ruth Zardo’s eyes narrowed and she gave him half a sign of the cross.


      

      Peter stared at the work on the easel. His jaw clenched and his eyes hardened. It was worse than he’d expected, worse than

         he’d feared, and Peter feared big. Before him stood Clara’s latest work, the one she’d soon show Denis Fortin, the influential

         gallery owner in Montreal. So far Clara had struggled in obscurity creating her nearly unintelligible works of art. At least,

         they were unintelligible to Peter.

      


      

      Then suddenly out of nowhere Denis Fortin had knocked on their door. Peter was certain the distinguished dealer, with contacts

         throughout the art world, had come to see him. After all, he was the famous one. His excruciatingly detailed paintings sold for thousands and sat on the finest walls in

         Canada. Peter had naturally shown Fortin into his studio only to be politely told that his works were nice but it was actually

         Clara Morrow the dealer wanted to see.

      


      

      Had the dealer said he wanted to turn green and fly to the moon Peter wouldn’t have been more astonished. See Clara’s works?

         What? His mind seized up and he’d stared at Fortin.

      


      

      ‘Why?’ he’d stammered. Then it was Fortin’s turn to stare.


      

      ‘She is Clara Morrow? The artist? A friend showed me her portfolio. Is this it?’


      

      Fortin had taken a folio of works from his case and sure enough, there was Clara’s weeping tree. Weeping words. What tree

         wept words? Peter had wondered when Clara had first shown him the work. And now Denis Fortin, the most prominent gallery

         owner in Quebec, was saying it was an impressive work of art.

      


      

      ‘That’s mine,’ said Clara, trying to get between the two men.


      

      Amazed, as though in a dream, she’d shown Fortin around her studio. And she’d described her latest work, hidden under its

         canvas caul. Fortin had stared at the canvas, but hadn’t reached out for it, hadn’t even asked for it to be removed.

      


      

      ‘When will it be finished?’


      

      ‘A few days,’ said Clara, wondering where that came from.


      

      ‘Shall we say the first week in May?’ He’d smiled and shaken her hand with great warmth. ‘I’ll bring my curators so we can

         all decide.’

      


      

      Decide?


      

      The great Denis Fortin was coming in little over a week to see Clara’s latest work. And if he liked it her career would be decided.

      


      

      Now Peter stood staring at the piece.


      

      He suddenly felt something grab him. From behind. It reached forward and right into him and took hold. Peter gasped at the

         pain, the searing, scalding pain of it. Tears came to his eyes as he was overcome by this wraith that had threatened all his

         life. That he’d hidden from as a child, that he’d run from and buried and denied. It had stalked him and finally found him.

         Here, in his beloved wife’s studio. Standing in front of this creation of hers the terrible monster had found him.

      


      

      And devoured him.




      

      FIVE
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      ‘So what did Ruth want?’ Olivier asked, as he placed single malt Scotches in front of Myrna and Gabri. Odile and Gilles had

         gone home but everyone else was in the bistro. Clara waved to Peter, who was shrugging out of his coat and hanging it on a

         peg by the door. She’d called him as soon as the séance had ended and invited him to the post-mortem.

      


      

      ‘Well, at first we thought she was yelling “fuck”,’ said Myrna, ‘then we realized she was yelling “duck”.’


      

      ‘Duck? Really?’ said Olivier, sitting on the arm of Gabri’s wing chair and sipping cognac. ‘Duck? Do you think she’s been

         saying that all along?’

      


      

      ‘And we just misheard?’ asked Myrna. ‘Duck off. Is that what she said to me the other day?’


      

      ‘Duck you?’ said Clara. ‘It’s possible. She is often in a fowl mood.’


      

      Monsieur Béliveau laughed and looked over at Madeleine, pale and quiet beside him.


      

      The fine April day had given way to a cold and damp night. It was getting on for midnight and they were the only ones in the bistro now.

      


      

      ‘What did she want?’ Peter asked.


      

      ‘Help with some duck eggs. Remember the ones we found by the pond this afternoon?’ said Clara, turning to Mad. ‘Are you all

         right?’

      


      

      ‘I’m fine.’ Madeleine smiled. ‘Just a little edgy.’


      

      ‘I’m sorry about that,’ said Jeanne. She sat on a hard chair slightly outside their circle. She’d reverted to her mousy self;

         all evidence of the strong, calm psychic had evaporated as soon as the lights had come on.

      


      

      ‘Oh, no, I’m sure it’s nothing to do with the séance,’ Madeleine assured her. ‘We had coffee after dinner and it must have

         had caffeine. It affects me that way.’

      


      

      ‘Mais, ce n’est pas possible,’ Monsieur Béliveau said. ‘I’m sure it was decaf.’ Though he was feeling a little edgy himself.

      


      

      ‘What’s the story with the eggs?’ asked Olivier, smoothing the crease on his immaculate corduroys.


      

      ‘Seems Ruth went to the pond after we’d left and picked them up,’ Clara explained.


      

      ‘Oh, no,’ said Mad.


      

      ‘Then the birds came back and wouldn’t sit on the nest,’ said Clara. ‘Just as you predicted. So Ruth took the eggs home.’


      

      ‘To eat?’ asked Myrna.


      

      ‘To hatch,’ said Gabri, who’d gone with Clara back to Ruth’s tiny house to see if they could help.


      

      ‘She didn’t sit on them, did she?’ Myrna asked, not sure if she was amused or repulsed by the image.


      

      ‘No, it was actually quite sweet. When we arrived the eggs were sitting on a soft flannel blanket in a basket. She’d put the whole lot in her oven on low.’

      


      

      ‘Good idea,’ said Peter. Like the rest, he’d have expected Ruth to devour, not save, them.


      

      ‘I don’t think she’s had that oven on in years. Keeps saying it takes too much energy,’ said Myrna.


      

      ‘Well, she has it on now,’ said Clara. ‘Trying to hatch the ducks. Those poor parents.’ She picked up her Scotch and glanced

         out the window to the darkness of the village green and imagined the parents sitting by the pond, at the spot where their

         young family had been, where their babies had sat in their little shells, trusting that Mom and Dad would keep them safe and

         warm. Ducks mate for life, Clara knew. That’s why duck hunting season was particularly cruel. Every now and then in the fall

         you’d see a lone duck, quacking. Calling. Waiting for its spouse. And for the rest of its life it would wait.

      


      

      Were the duck parents waiting now? Waiting for their babies to return? Did ducks believe in miracles?


      

      ‘Still, it must have scared the crap out of all of you,’ Olivier laughed, imagining Ruth at the window.


      

      ‘Fortunately Clara here was on top of the spiritual crisis, repeating an ancient blessing,’ said Gabri.


      

      ‘More drinks, anyone?’ Clara asked.


      

      ‘Bless O Lord,’ Gabri began and the others joined in, ‘this food to our use, and ourselves to Thy service.’


      

      Peter sputtered with laughter and felt Scotch dribble down his chin.


      

      ‘Let us be ever mindful of the needs of others.’ Peter looked her directly in her amused blue eyes.


      

      ‘Amen,’ they all said together, including Clara, who was herself laughing.


      

      ‘You said grace?’ Peter asked.

      


      

      ‘Well, I thought I might be seeing my dinner again.’


      

      By now everyone was laughing and even staid and proper Monsieur Béliveau was letting out a rolling, deep guffaw and wiping

         his eyes.

      


      

      ‘Ruth’s appearance sure put paid to the séance,’ said Clara after she’d regained herself.


      

      ‘I don’t think we’d have been successful anyway,’ said Jeanne.


      

      ‘Why not?’ Peter asked, curious to hear her excuse.


      

      ‘I’m afraid this place is too happy,’ said Jeanne to Olivier. ‘I suspected as much as soon as I arrived.’


      

      ‘Damn,’ said Olivier. ‘That can’t be tolerated.’


      

      ‘Then why’d you do a séance?’ Peter persisted, certain he’d caught her out.


      

      ‘Well, it wasn’t exactly my idea. I’d planned to spend tonight here having the linguine primavera and reading old copies of Country Life. No mean spirits around.’

      


      

      Jeanne looked directly at Peter, her smile fading.


      

      ‘Except one,’ said Monsieur Béliveau. Peter tore his eyes from Jeanne and looked at Béliveau, expecting to see the kindly

         grocer pointing a crooked Jacob Marley finger at him. But instead Monsieur Béliveau’s hawk-like profile stared out the window.

      


      

      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Jeanne, following his gaze but seeing only the warm lights of the village homes through the lace

         curtains and the old leaded glass.

      


      

      ‘Up there.’ Monsieur Béliveau jerked his head. ‘Beyond the village. You can’t see it now unless you know what to look for.’


      

      Clara didn’t look. She knew what he was talking about and begged him, silently, to go no further.

      


      

      ‘But it’s there,’ he continued, ‘if you look up, on the hill overlooking the village, there’s a spot that’s darker than the

         rest.’

      


      

      ‘What is it?’ Jeanne asked.


      

      ‘Evil,’ said the old grocer and the room grew silent. Even the fire seemed to stop its muttering.


      

      Jeanne went to the window and did as he instructed. She lifted her eyes from the friendly village. It took her a moment, but

         eventually above the lights of Three Pines she saw it, a spot darker than the night.

      


      

      ‘The old Hadley house,’ whispered Madeleine.


      

      Jeanne turned back to the gathering, now no longer lounging comfortably with each other, but alert and tense. Myrna picked

         up her Scotch and took a swig.

      


      

      ‘Why do you say it’s evil?’ Jeanne asked Monsieur Béliveau. ‘That’s quite an accusation, for a person or a place.’


      

      ‘Bad things happen there,’ he said simply, turning to the others for support.


      

      ‘He’s right,’ said Gabri, taking Olivier’s hand but turning to Clara and Peter. ‘Should I say more?’


      

      Clara looked to Peter who shrugged. The old Hadley house was abandoned now. Had been empty for months. But Peter knew it wasn’t

         empty. For one thing he’d left part of himself in it. Not a hand or a nose or a foot, thank God. But things that had no substance

         but fantastic weight. He’d left his hope there, and trust. He’d left his faith there too. What little he had, he’d lost. There.

      


      

      Peter Morrow knew the old Hadley house was wicked. It stole things. Like lives. And friends. Souls and faith. It had stolen his best friend, Ben Hadley. And the monstrosity on

         the hill gave back only sorrow.

      


      

      Jeanne Chauvet floated back to the fire and dragged her chair closer to them so that she was finally in their circle. She

         placed her elbows on her thin knees and leaned forward, her eyes brighter than Clara had seen them all night.

      


      

      Slowly the friends all turned to Clara, who took a deep breath. That house had haunted her ever since she’d arrived in Three

         Pines, a young wife to Peter, more than twenty years ago. It had haunted her and almost killed her.

      


      

      ‘There’s been a murder there, and a kidnapping. And attempted murder. And murderers have lived there.’ Clara was surprised

         how distant this list sounded and felt.

      


      

      Jeanne nodded, turning her face to the embers slowly dying in the grate.


      

      ‘Balance,’ she finally said. ‘It makes sense.’ She seemed to rouse herself and sat up straighter, as though moving into another

         mode. ‘As soon as I arrived here in Three Pines I felt it. And I feel it tonight right here, right now.’

      


      

      Monsieur Béliveau took Madeleine’s hand. Peter and Clara moved closer. Olivier, Gabri and Myrna inched together. Clara closed

         her eyes and tried to feel whatever evil Jeanne was sensing. But she felt only—

      


      

      ‘Peace.’ Jeanne smiled a little. ‘From the moment I arrived I felt great kindness here. I went into the little church, St

         Thomas’s I think it’s called, even before booking into the B&B, and sat quietly. It felt peaceful and content. This is an

         old village, with an old soul. I read the plaques on the walls of the church and looked at the stained glass. This village

         has known loss, people killed before their time, accidents, war, disease. Three Pines isn’t immune to any of that. But you seem to accept it as part of life and not hang on to the bitterness.

         Those murders you speak of, did you know the people?’

      


      

      Everyone nodded.


      

      ‘And yet you don’t seem bitter or bound by that horrible experience. Just the opposite. You seem happy and peaceful. Do you

         know why?’

      


      

      They stared into the fire, into their drinks, at the floor. How do you explain happiness? Contentment?


      

      ‘We let it go,’ said Myrna finally.


      

      ‘You let it go,’ Jeanne nodded. ‘But.’ Now she grew very still and looked Myrna directly in the eyes. Not challenging. More

         imploring, almost begging Myrna to understand this next part. ‘Where does it go?’

      


      

      ‘Where does what go?’ Gabri asked after a minute’s silence.


      

      Myrna whispered, ‘Our sorrow. It has to go somewhere.’


      

      ‘That’s right.’ Jeanne smiled as though to a particularly gifted pupil. ‘We’re energy. The brain, the heart, run by impulses.

         Our bodies are fueled by food that’s converted into energy. That’s what calories are. This’, Jeanne brought her hands up and

         patted her thin body, ‘is the most amazing factory and it produces energy. But we’re also emotional and spiritual beings and

         that’s energy too. Auras, vibes, whatever you want to call it. When you’re angry,’ she turned to Peter, ‘can’t you feel yourself

         tremble?’

      


      

      ‘I don’t get angry,’ he said, meeting her gaze with cold eyes. He’d had just about enough of this bullshit.


      

      ‘You’re angry now, I can feel it. We can all feel it.’ She turned to the others, who didn’t comment, out of loyalty to their friend. But they knew she was right. They could feel his rage. It radiated off him.

      


      

      Peter felt set up by this shaman and betrayed by his own body.

OEBPS/Images/9780748129645.jpg
THE MULTI

INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER

A stirring tale of jealousy and long-awaited revenge’
SUNDAY TELEGRAPH

LOUISE
PENNY
The Cruellest

- Month

“‘No one does atmospheric quite






OEBPS/Images/Art_common.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
HODDER





