[image: The Long Way Home]

    
      
        
          

        

      

      Louise Penny is the New York Times-bestselling author of the Chief Inspector Gamache novels, beginning with Still Life, which won the CWA John Creasey Dagger in 2006. Recipient of virtually every existing award for crime fiction, she lives in a small village south of Montréal.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Also by Louise Penny
            

          

        

      

       

      Still Life

      Dead Cold

      The Cruellest Month

      The Murder Stone

      The Brutal Telling

      Bury Your Dead

      Trick of the Light

      The Beautiful Mystery

      How the Light Gets In

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Sphere

           

          
            978-1-4055-2948-8

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © Three Pines Creations, Inc 2014

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              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 permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          
            SPHERE
          

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          100 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DY

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      For Michael

      Surprised by Joy

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
            

          

        

      

      
        
          [image: Acknowledgements]
        
      

      While essentially a solitary undertaking, I find that when I write there is a parade of people, of events, of memories keeping me company. And never more so than with The Long Way Home.

      I won’t discuss the themes here, or the reasons I wrote this book in this way, but I do want to mention a few influences, including Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Homer’s Odyssey. And the remarkable Marilynne Robinson’s book Gilead. As well as the old spiritual “Balm in Gilead.”

      And, as always, I have been inspired by the setting, by the history and geography and nature of Québec. And, specifically, by memories of my travels along the glorious St. Lawrence River. By the haunting coastline of the Lower North Shore. And the villages and villagers there. I have traveled a lot in my life, as a journalist and as a private person, but I have never, ever met kindness so profound, and integrity so deep, as I did in kitchens and porches and front rooms along that coast.

      Thank you to the people of Mutton Bay, La Tabatière, St. Augustine, Harrington Harbour, and so many other ports. People who asked for so little and gave so much.

      I have also been fortunate to spend time in Charlevoix, an area so beautiful it almost defies reason. Now, having said that, I recognize that the Baie-Saint-Paul of this book is not a completely accurate reflection of the actual town. I hope those of you who live there, or visit that lovely area, forgive me some artistic license. Especially the gracious owners of the Auberge La Muse and the Galerie Clarence Gagnon.

      This book owes more than I feel I want to admit to my remarkable editor at Minotaur Books/St. Martin’s Press in the United States, Hope Dellon. And to Andrew Martin, Sarah Melnyk, Paul Hochman, Cassie Galante, and David Rotstein.

      In the UK, I am indebted to the wise counsel of my editor, Lucy Malagoni, and publisher, David Shelley, at Little, Brown.

      Many thanks to Jamie Broadhurst and the people at Raincoast Books, for introducing Gamache et al. to so many Canadians.

      Many of you found me through my newsletter and website. They’re designed and constructed and maintained by the remarkable Linda Lyall. We’ve been together since before Still Life was published. And we’ve never met. I live in Québec and Linda lives in Scotland. But we’ve developed as close a bond as any colleagues who share an office.

      Thank you to Teresa Chris, who is both my agent and my friend. It feels as though Fate brought us together ten years ago. Actually, the first time we met I almost ran her over with a car. Shhhh. I’m not sure she realizes that.

      Thank you to Susan McKenzie, for being a constructive, kind, and thoughtful first reader. And a loving friend.

      To my brother Doug, who is also a first reader and tireless champion. Funny, I spent much of my childhood wishing he would go away. And now I cherish his company.

      Endless thanks to My Assistant, Lise Desrosiers, who is so much more than an assistant. A sister, a friend, a help-mate, a confidante. Merci, ma belle.

      And finally, to Michael. Who made all my dreams come true. He is my heart and my home.

      It’s my turn now, dear Michael.
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      As Clara Morrow approached, she wondered if he’d repeat the same small gesture he’d done every morning.

      It was so tiny, so insignificant. So easy to ignore. The first time.

      But why did Armand Gamache keep doing it?

      Clara felt silly for even wondering. How could it matter? But for a man not given to secrets, this gesture had begun to look not simply secretive, but furtive. A benign act that seemed to yearn for a shadow to hide in.

      And yet here he was in the full light of the new day, sitting on the bench Gilles Sandon had recently made and placed on the brow of the hill. Stretched out before Gamache were the mountains, rolling from Québec to Vermont, covered in thick forests. The Rivière Bella Bella wound between the mountains, a silver thread in the sunlight.

      And, so easy to overlook when faced with such grandeur, the modest little village of Three Pines lay in the valley.

      Armand was not hiding from view. But neither was he enjoying it. Instead, each morning the large man sat on the wooden bench, his head bent over a book. Reading.

      As she got closer, Clara Morrow saw Gamache do it again. He took off his half-moon reading glasses, then closed the book and slipped it into his pocket. There was a bookmark, but he never moved it. It remained where it was like a stone, marking a place near the end. A place he approached, but never reached.

      Armand didn’t snap the book shut. Instead he let it fall, with gravity, closed. With nothing, Clara noticed, to mark his spot. No old receipt, no used plane or train or bus ticket to guide him back to where he’d left the story. It was as though it didn’t really matter. Each morning he began again. Getting closer and closer to the bookmark, but always stopping before he arrived.

      And each morning Armand Gamache placed the slim volume into the pocket of his light summer coat before she could see the title.

      She’d become slightly obsessed with this book. And his behavior.

      She’d even asked him about it, a week or so earlier, when she’d first joined him on the new bench overlooking the old village.

      “Good book?”

      “Oui.” 

      Armand Gamache had smiled as he said it, softening his blunt answer. Almost.

      It was a small shove from a man who rarely pushed people away.

      No, thought Clara, as she watched him in profile now. It wasn’t that he’d shoved her. Instead, he’d let her be, but had taken a step back himself. Away from her. Away from the question. He’d taken the worn book, and retreated.

      The message was clear. And Clara got it. Though that didn’t mean she had to heed it.

       

      Armand Gamache looked across to the deep green midsummer forest and the mountains that rolled into eternity. Then his eyes dropped to the village in the valley below them, as though held in the palm of an ancient hand. A stigmata in the Québec countryside. Not a wound, but a wonder.

      Every morning he went for a walk with his wife, Reine-Marie, and their German shepherd Henri. Tossing the tennis ball ahead of them, they ended up chasing it down themselves when Henri became distracted by a fluttering leaf, or a black fly, or the voices in his head. The dog would race after the ball, then stop and stare into thin air, moving his gigantic satellite ears this way and that. Honing in on some message. Not tense, but quizzical. It was, Gamache recognized, the way most people listened when they heard on the wind the wisps of a particularly beloved piece of music. Or a familiar voice from far away.

      Head tilted, a slightly goofy expression on his face, Henri listened, while Armand and Reine-Marie fetched.

      All was right with the world, thought Gamache as he sat quietly in the early August sunshine.

      Finally.

      Except for Clara, who’d taken to joining him on the bench each morning.

      Was it because she’d noticed him alone up here, once Reine-Marie and Henri had left, and thought he might be lonely? Thought he might like company?

      But he doubted that. Clara Morrow had become one of their closest friends and she knew him better than that.

      No. She was here for her own reasons.

      Armand Gamache had grown increasingly curious. He could almost fool himself into believing his curiosity wasn’t garden-variety nosiness but his training kicking in.

      All his professional life Chief Inspector Gamache had asked questions and hunted answers. And not just answers, but facts. But, much more elusive and dangerous than facts, what he really looked for were feelings. Because they would lead him to the truth.

      And while the truth might set some free, it landed the people Gamache sought in prison. For life.

      Armand Gamache considered himself more an explorer than a hunter. The goal was to discover. And what he discovered could still surprise him.

      How often had he questioned a murderer expecting to find curdled emotions, a soul gone sour? And instead found goodness that had gone astray.

      He still arrested them, of course. But he’d come to agree with Sister Prejean that no one was as bad as the worst thing they’d done.

      Armand Gamache had seen the worst. But he’d also seen the best. Often in the same person.

      He closed his eyes and turned his face to the fresh morning sun. Those days were behind him now. Now he could rest. In the hollow of the hand. And worry about his own soul.

      No need to explore. He’d found what he was looking for here in Three Pines.

      Aware of the woman beside him, he opened his eyes but kept them forward, watching the little village below come to life. He saw his friends and new neighbors leave their homes to tend to their perennial gardens or go across the village green to the bistro for breakfast. He watched as Sarah opened the door to her boulangerie. She’d been inside since before dawn, baking baguettes and croissants and chocolatine, and now it was time to sell them. She paused, wiping her hands on her apron, and exchanged greetings with Monsieur Béliveau, who was just opening his general store. Each morning for the past few weeks, Armand Gamache had sat on the bench and watched the same people do the same thing. The village had the rhythm, the cadence, of a piece of music. Perhaps that’s what Henri heard. The music of Three Pines. It was like a hum, a hymn, a comforting ritual.

      His life had never had a rhythm. Each day had been unpredictable and he had seemed to thrive on that. He’d thought that was part of his nature. He’d never known routine. Until now.

      Gamache had to admit to a small fear that what was now a comforting routine would crumble into the banal, would become boring. But instead, it had gone in the other direction.

      He seemed to thrive on the repetition. The stronger he got, the more he valued the structure. Far from being limiting, imprisoning, he found his daily rituals liberating.

      Turmoil shook loose all sorts of unpleasant truths. But it took peace to examine them. Sitting in this quiet place in the bright sunshine, Armand Gamache was finally free to examine all the things that had fallen to the ground. As he had fallen.

      He felt the slight weight and bulk of the book in his pocket.

      Below them, Ruth Zardo limped from her run-down cottage, followed by Rosa, her duck. The elderly woman looked around, then glanced up the dirt road out of town. Up, up the dusty path, Gamache could see her old steel eyes travel. Until they met his. And locked on.

      She lifted her veined hand in greeting. And, like hoisting the village flag, Ruth raised one unwavering finger.

      Gamache bowed slightly in acknowledgment.

      All was right with the world.

      Except —

      He turned to the disheveled woman beside him.

      Why was Clara here?

       

      Clara looked away. She couldn’t bring herself to meet his eyes. Knowing what she was about to do.

      She wondered if she should speak to Myrna first. Ask her advice. But she’d decided not to, realizing that would just be shifting responsibility for this decision.

      Or, more likely, thought Clara, she was afraid Myrna would stop her. Tell her not to do it. Tell her it was unfair and even cruel.

      Because it was. Which was why it had taken Clara this long.

      Every day she’d come here, determined to say something to Armand. And every day she’d chickened out. Or, more likely, the better angels of her nature were straining on the reins, yanking her back. Trying to stop her.

      And it had worked. So far.

      Every day she made small talk with him, then left, determined not to return the next day. Promising herself, and all the saints and all the angels and all the gods and goddesses, that she would not go back up to the bench the next morning.

      And next morning, as though by magic, a miracle, a curse, she felt the hard maple beneath her bum. And found herself looking at Armand Gamache. Wondering about that slim volume in his pocket. Looking into his deep brown, thoughtful eyes.

      He’d gained weight, which was good. It showed Three Pines was doing its job. He was healing here. He was tall, and a more robust frame suited him. Not fat, but substantial. He limped less from his wounds, and there was more vitality to his step. The gray had left his face, but not his head. His wavy hair was now more gray than brown. By the time he was sixty, in just a few years, he’d be completely gray, Clara suspected.

      His face showed his age. It was worn with cares and concerns and worries. With pain. But the deepest crevices were made by laughter. Around his eyes and mouth. Mirth, etched deep.

      Chief Inspector Gamache. The former head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec.

      But he was also Armand. Her friend. Who’d come here to retire from that life, and all that death. Not to hide from the sorrow, but to stop collecting more. And in this peaceful place to look at his own burdens. And to begin to let them go.

      As they all had.

      Clara got up.

      She couldn’t do it. She could not unburden herself to this man. He had his own to carry. And this was hers.

      “Dinner tonight?” she asked. “Reine-Marie asked us over. We might even play some bridge.”

      It was always the plan, and yet they rarely seemed to get to it, preferring to talk or sit quietly in the Gamaches’ back garden as Myrna walked among the plants, explaining which were weeds and which were perennials, coming back year after year. Long lived. And which flowers were annuals. Designed to die after a magnificent, short life.

      Gamache rose to his feet, and as he did Clara saw again the writing carved into the back of the bench. It hadn’t been there when Gilles Sandon had placed the bench. And Gilles claimed not to have done it. The writing had simply appeared, like graffiti, and no one had owned up to it.

      Armand held out his hand. At first Clara thought he wanted to shake it good-bye. A strangely formal and final gesture. Then she realized his palm was up.

      He was inviting her to place her hand in his.

      She did. And felt his hand close gently. Finally, she looked into his eyes.

      “Why are you here, Clara?”

      She sat, suddenly, and felt again the hard wood of the bench, not so much supporting her as stopping her fall.
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      “What do you think they’re talking about?” Olivier placed the order of French toast, with fresh-picked berries and maple syrup, in front of Reine-Marie.

      “Astrophysics would be my guess,” she said, looking up into his handsome face. “Or perhaps Nietzsche.”

      Olivier followed her gaze out the mullioned window.

      “You do know I was talking about Ruth and the duck,” he said.

      “As was I, mon beau.”

      Olivier laughed as he moved away to serve other patrons of his bistro.

      Reine-Marie Gamache sat in her habitual seat. She hadn’t meant to make it a habit, it just happened. For the first few weeks after she and Armand had moved to Three Pines, they’d taken different seats at different tables. And each seat and table really was different. Not simply the location in the old bistro, but the style of furniture. All antiques, all for sale, with price tags hanging from them. Some were old Québec pine, some were overstuffed Edwardian armchairs and wing chairs. There was even a smattering of mid-century modern pieces. Sleek and teak and surprisingly comfortable. All collected by Olivier and tolerated by his partner, Gabri. As long as Olivier kept his finds in the bistro and left the running, and decorating, of the bed and breakfast to Gabri.

      Olivier was slim, disciplined, aware of his country-casual image. Each piece of his wardrobe was curated to fit the impression he needed to make. Of a relaxed and gracious and subtly affluent host. Everything about Olivier was subtle. Except Gabri.

      Oddly, thought Reine-Marie, while Olivier’s personal style was restrained, even elegant, his bistro was a mad mix of styles and colors. And yet, far from feeling claustrophobic or cluttered, the bistro felt like visiting the home of a well-traveled and eccentric aunt. Or uncle. Someone who knew the conventions and chose not to follow them.

      Huge stone fireplaces anchored either end of the long, beamed room. Laid with logs but unlit now in the midsummer warmth, in winter the flames crackled and danced and defied the darkness and bitter cold. Even today Reine-Marie could catch a hint of wood smoke in the room. Like a ghost or guardian.

      Bay windows looked onto the homes of Three Pines, their gardens full of roses and daylilies and clematis and other plants she was just learning about. The homes formed a circle, and in its center was the village green. And in the center of that were the pine trees that soared over the community. Three great spires that inspired the name. Three Pines. These were no ordinary trees. Planted centuries ago, they were a code. A signal to the war-weary.

      They were safe. This was sanctuary.

      It was hard to tell if the homes were protecting the trees, or the trees guarding the homes.

      Reine-Marie Gamache picked up her bowl of café au lait and sipped as she watched Ruth and Rosa, apparently muttering together on the bench in the shade of the pines. They spoke the same language, the mad old poet and the goose-stepping duck. And each knew, it seemed to Reine-Marie, only one phrase.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      We love life, thought Reine-Marie as she watched Ruth and Rosa sitting side by side, not because we are used to living, but because we are used to loving.

      Nietzsche. How Armand would kid her if he knew she was quoting Nietzsche, even to herself.

      “How often have you teased me for producing some quote?” he’d laugh.

      “Never, dear heart. What was it Emily Dickinson said about teasing?”

      He’d look at her sternly, then make up some nonsense he’d attribute to Dickinson or Proust or Fred Flintstone.

      We are used to loving. 

      Finally they were together and safe. In the protection of the pines.

      Her gaze traveled, inevitably, up the hill to the bench where Armand and Clara sat quietly. Not talking.

      “What do you think they’re not talking about?” asked Myrna.

      The large black woman took the comfortable wing chair across from Reine-Marie and leaned back. She’d brought her own mug of tea from her bookstore next door, and now she ordered Bircher muesli and fresh-squeezed orange juice.

      “Armand and Clara? Or Ruth and Rosa?” asked Reine-Marie.

      “Well, we know what Ruth and Rosa are talking about,” said Myrna.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” the two women said in unison and laughed.

      Reine-Marie took a forkful of French toast and looked again at the bench on the top of the hill.

      “She sits with him every morning,” said Reine-Marie. “Even Armand’s baffled.”

      “You don’t think she’s trying to seduce him, do you?” Myrna asked.

      Reine-Marie shook her head. “She’d have taken a baguette with her if she was.”

      “And cheese. A nice ripe Tentation de Laurier. All runny and creamy —”

      “Have you tried Monsieur Béliveau’s latest cheese?” asked Reine-Marie, her husband all but forgotten. “Le Chèvre des Neiges?”

      “Oh, God,” moaned Myrna. “It tastes like flowers and brioche. Stop it. Are you trying to seduce me?”

      “Me? You started it.”

      Olivier placed a glass of juice in front of Myrna and some toast for the table.

      “Am I going to have to hose you two down again?” he asked.

      “Désolé, Olivier,” said Reine-Marie. “It was my fault. We were talking about cheeses.”

      “In public? That’s disgusting,” said Olivier. “I’m pretty sure it was a photo of Brie on a baguette that got Robert Mapplethorpe banned.”

      “A baguette?” asked Myrna.

      “That would explain Gabri’s fondness for carbs,” said Reine-Marie.

      “And mine,” said Myrna.

      “I’m coming back with the hose,” said Olivier as he left. “And no, that’s not a euphemism.”

      Myrna spread a thick piece of toast with melting butter and jam and bit into it while Reine-Marie took a sip of coffee.

      “What were we talking about?” Myrna asked.

      “Cheeses.”

      “Before that.”

      “Them.” Reine-Marie Gamache nodded in the direction of her husband and Clara sitting silently on the bench above the village. What were they not talking about, Myrna had asked. And every day Reine-Marie had asked herself the same thing.

      The bench had been her idea. A small gift to Three Pines. She’d asked Gilles Sandon, the woodworker, to make it and place it there. A few weeks later an inscription had appeared on it. Etched deeply, finely, carefully.

      “Did you do that, mon coeur?” she’d asked Armand on their morning walk, as they paused to look at it.

      “Non,” he’d said, perplexed. “I thought you’d asked Gilles to put it on.”

      They’d asked around. Clara, Myrna, Olivier, Gabri. Billy Williams, Gilles. Even Ruth. No one knew who’d carved the words into the wood.

      She passed this small mystery every day on her walks with Armand. They walked past the old schoolhouse, where Armand had almost been killed. They walked through the woods, where Armand had killed. Each of them very aware of the events. Every day they turned around and returned to the quiet village and the bench above it. And the words carved into it by some unknown hand —

      
         

        Surprised by Joy

      

      Clara Morrow told Armand Gamache why she was there. And what she wanted from him. And when she was finished she saw in those thoughtful eyes what she most feared.

      She saw fear.

      She’d placed it there. She’d taken her own dread, and given it to him.

      Clara longed to take back the words. To remove them.

      “I just wanted you to know,” she said, feeling her face redden. “I needed to tell someone. That’s all —”

      She was beginning to blather and that only increased her desperation.

      “I don’t expect you to do anything. I don’t want you to. It’s nothing, really. I can handle it on my own. Forget I said anything.”

      But it was too late. She could not stop now.

      “Never mind,” she said, her voice firm.

      Armand smiled. It reached the deep crevices around his eyes and Clara saw, with relief, that there was no longer any fear there.

      “I mind, Clara.”

      She walked back down the hill, the sun on her face and the slight scent of roses and lavender in the warm air. At the village green she paused and turned. Armand had sat back down. She wondered if he would pull out that book, now that she was gone, but he didn’t. He just sat there, legs crossed, one large hand holding the other, self-contained and apparently relaxed. He stared across the valley. To the mountains beyond. To the outside world.

      It’ll be fine, she thought as she made her way home.

      But Clara Morrow knew deep down that she had set something in motion. That she’d seen something in those eyes. Deep down. She hadn’t, perhaps, so much placed it there as awakened it.

      Armand Gamache had come here to rest. To recover. They’d promised him peace. And Clara knew she’d just broken that promise.
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      “Annie called,” said Reine-Marie, accepting the gin and tonic from her husband. “They’re running a little late. Friday night traffic out of Montréal.”

      “Are they staying the weekend?” Armand asked. He’d started the barbeque and was jostling with Monsieur Béliveau for position. It was a losing battle, since Gamache had no intention of winning but felt he should at least appear to put up a fight. Finally, in a formal gesture of surrender, he handed the tongs over to the grocer.

      “As far as I know,” said Reine-Marie.

      “Good.”

      Something in the way he said it caught her ear, and then was gone, carried away on a burst of laughter.

      “I swear to God,” said Gabri, raising a plump hand in an oath, “this is designer.”

      He turned so that they could appreciate his full splendor. He had on a pair of baggy slacks and a loose lime-green shirt that billowed slightly as he turned.

      “I got it from one of the outlets last time we were in Maine.”

      In his late thirties and slightly over six feet tall, Gabri had passed paunchy a few mille-feuilles back.

      “I didn’t know Benjamin Moore had a line of clothing,” said Ruth.

      “Har dee har har,” said Gabri. “This happens to be very expensive. Does it look cheap?” he implored Clara.

      “It?” asked Ruth.

      “Hag,” said Gabri.

      “Fag,” said Ruth. The elderly woman clutched Rosa in one hand and what Reine-Marie recognized as one of their vases filled with Scotch in the other.

      Gabri helped Ruth back to her chair. “Can I get you something to eat?” he asked. “A puppy or perhaps a fetus?”

      “Oh, that would be nice, dear,” said Ruth.

      Reine-Marie moved among their friends, who were scattered around the garden, catching bits of conversations in French, in English, most in a mélange of the two languages.

      She looked over and saw Armand listening attentively as Vincent Gilbert told a story. It must have been funny, probably self-deprecating, because Armand was smiling. Then he talked, gesturing with his beer as he spoke.

      When he finished the Gilberts laughed, as did Armand. Then he caught her eye, and his smile broadened.

      The evening was still warm but by the time the lamps in the garden were lit, they’d need the light sweaters and jackets now slung over the backs of chairs.

      People wandered in and out of the home as though it was their own, placing food on the long table on the terrace. It had become a sort of tradition, these informal Friday evening barbeques at the Gamache place.

      Though few called it the Gamache place. It was still known in the village, and perhaps always would be, as Emilie’s place, after the woman who’d lived there and from whose estate the Gamaches had bought the home. While it might be new to Armand and Reine-Marie, it was in fact one of the oldest houses in Three Pines. Made of white clapboard, there was a wide verandah around the front of the house, facing the village green. And in the back there was the terrace and the large neglected garden.

      “I left a bag of books for you in the living room,” Myrna said to Reine-Marie.

      “Merci.”

      Myrna poured herself a white wine and noticed the bouquet in the center of the table. Tall, effusive, crammed with blooms and foliage.

      Myrna wasn’t sure if she should tell Reine-Marie they were mostly weeds. She could see all the usual suspects. Purple loosestrife, bishop’s weed. Even bindweed that mimicked morning glory.

      She’d been through the flower beds with Armand and Reine-Marie many times, helping to bring order to the tangled mess. She thought she’d been clear about the difference between the flowers and the weeds.

      Another lesson was in order.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Reine-Marie said, offering Myrna a morsel of smoked trout on rye.

      Myrna smiled. City folk.

      Armand strolled away from the Gilberts and was scanning the gathering to make sure everyone had what they needed. His eye fell on an unlikely grouping. Clara had joined Ruth and was now seated with her back to the party, as far from the house as possible.

      She hadn’t said a word to him since she’d arrived.

      That didn’t surprise him. What did was her decision to sit with Ruth and her duck, though it often struck Gamache as more accurate to describe the couple as Rosa and her human.

      There could be only one reason Clara, or anyone, would seek out Ruth. A profound and morbid desire to be left alone. Ruth was a social stink bomb.

      But they weren’t completely on their own. Henri had joined them and was staring at the duck.

      It was puppy love, in the extreme. A love not shared by Rosa. Gamache heard a growl. From Rosa. Henri quacked.

      Gamache took a step back.

      That noise, from Henri, was never a good sign.

      Clara stood up, to get away. She moved toward Gamache before changing direction.

      Ruth wrinkled her nose as rotten egg settled around them. Henri was looking innocently around as though trying to find the source of the foul odor.

      Ruth and Rosa were now looking at the shepherd with something close to awe. The old poet took a deep breath, then exhaled, turning the toxic gas into poetry.

      “You forced me to give you poisonous gifts,” she quoted from her famous work.

      
        
          
             

            I can put this no other way.

            Everything I gave was to get rid of you

            As one gives to a beggar: There. Go away.

          

        

      

      But Henri, the brave and gaseous shepherd, did not go away. Ruth looked at him in disgust, but offered one withered hand to Henri, to lick.

      And he did.

      Then Armand Gamache went in search of Clara. She’d wandered over to the two Adirondack chairs, side by side on the lawn. Their wide wooden arms were stained with rings from years, decades, of drinks taken in the quiet garden. Emilie’s rings had been added to, and overlaid, by the Gamaches’ morning mugs and afternoon apéritifs. Peaceful lives intertwined.

      There were two almost identical chairs in Clara’s garden. Turned slightly toward each other, looking over the perennial borders, the river, and into the woods beyond. With rings on the wooden arms.

      He watched as Clara grasped the back of a chair and leaned into it, pressing against the wooden slats.

      He was close enough to see her shoulders rise and her knuckles whiten.

      “Clara?” he asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      But she wasn’t. He knew it. And she knew it. She’d thought, hoped, that in finally talking to Armand that morning, the worry would go away. A problem shared… 

      But the problem, while shared, hadn’t been halved. It’d doubled. Then doubled again as the day dragged on. In talking about it, Clara had made it real. She’d given form to her fear. And now it was out. And growing.

      Everything fed it. The aromas of the barbeque, the blowsy flowers, the chipped and stained old chairs. The rings, the damned rings. Like at home.

      All that had been trivial, that had been comforting and familiar and safe, now seemed to be strapped with explosives.

      “Dinner’s ready, Clara.” He spoke the words in his quiet, deep voice. Then she heard his step on the grass moving away from her, and she was alone.

      All her friends had gathered on the deck, helping themselves to food. She stood apart, her back to them, looking into the darkening woods.

      Then she felt a presence beside her. Gamache handed her a plate.

      “Shall we sit?” He motioned to the chairs.

      And Clara did. They ate in silence. All that needed to be said had been said.

       

      The other guests helped themselves to steak and chutney laid out on the table. Myrna smiled at the weed centerpiece, still amused. And then she stopped smiling and noticed something. It really was beautiful.

      Bowls of salad were passed around and Sarah gave Monsieur Béliveau the largest of the dinner rolls she’d made that afternoon, while he gave her the tenderest piece of steak. They leaned toward each other, not quite touching.

      Olivier had left one of the waiters in charge of the bistro and had joined them. The conversation meandered and flowed. The sun set and sweaters and light summer jackets were put on. Tea lights were lit and placed on the table and around the garden, so that it looked like large fireflies had settled in for the evening.

      “After Emilie died and the house was closed up, I thought we’d had our last party here,” said Gabri. “I’m glad I was finally wrong about something.”

      Henri swiveled his satellite ears toward the sound of the name.

      Emilie.

      The elderly woman who’d found him at the shelter when he was a puppy. Who’d brought him home. Who’d named him and loved him and raised him, until the day she was no longer there and the Gamaches had come and taken him away. He’d spent months searching for her. Sniffing for her scent. Perking up his ears at the sound of every car arriving. Every door opening. Waiting for Emilie to find him again. To rescue him again, and take him home. Until one day he no longer watched. No longer waited. No longer needed rescuing.

      He returned his gaze to Rosa. Who also adored an elderly woman and was terrified her Ruth would one day vanish, as his Emilie had. And she’d be all alone. Henri stared and stared, hoping Rosa might look at him and realize that even if that happened, the wounded heart would heal. The balm, he wanted to tell her, wasn’t anger or fear or isolation. He’d tried those. They hadn’t worked.

      Finally, into that terrible hole Henri had poured the only thing left. What Emilie had given him. As he went for long, long walks with Armand and Reine-Marie, he remembered his love for snowballs, and sticks, and rolling in skunk poop. His love of the different seasons and their different scents. His love of mud and fresh bedding. Of swimming and shaking with abandon while his legs danced beneath him. Of licking himself. Then others.

      Until one day the pain and loneliness and sorrow were no longer the biggest thing in his heart.

      He still loved Emilie, but now he also loved Armand and Reine-Marie.

      And they loved him.

      That was home. He’d found it again.

       

      “Ah, bon. Enfin,” said Reine-Marie, greeting her daughter Annie and her son-in-law, Jean-Guy, on the front porch.

      It was a bit congested as people milled about saying their good-byes.

      Jean-Guy Beauvoir said hello and good-bye to the villagers and made a date to go jogging the next morning with Olivier. Gabri offered to look after the bistro instead of joining them, as though jogging was ever an option.

      When Beauvoir reached Ruth they eyed each other.

      “Salut, you drunken old wretch.”

      “Bonjour, numb nuts.”

      Ruth held Rosa and, leaning into Beauvoir, they kissed on both cheeks. “There’s pink lemonade in the fridge for you,” she said. “I made it.”

      He looked at her gnarly hands and knew that opening the can could not have been easy.

      “When life gives you lemons…” he said.

      “It gave you lemons. Thankfully, it gave me Scotch.”

      Beauvoir laughed. “I’m sure I’ll enjoy the lemonade.”

      “Well, Rosa seemed to like it when she stuck her beak in the pitcher.”

      Ruth stepped down the wide wooden stairs of the verandah and, ignoring the fieldstone path, cut across the lawn on a trail worn into the grass between the homes.

      Jean-Guy waited until Ruth slammed her front door shut, then he took their bags into the house.

      It was past ten in the evening and all the guests had left. Gamache fixed a dinner of leftovers for his daughter and son-in-law.

      “How’s work?” he asked Jean-Guy.

      “Not bad, patron.”

      He couldn’t yet bring himself to call his new father-in-law Armand. Or Dad. Nor could he call him Chief Inspector, since Gamache had retired, and besides, that sounded too formal now. So Jean-Guy had settled on patron. Boss. It was both respectful and informal. And oddly accurate.

      Armand Gamache might be Annie’s father, but he would always be Beauvoir’s patron.

      They chatted about a particular case Beauvoir was working on. Jean-Guy was alert for signs the Chief was more than just interested. That he was in fact anxious to return to the Sûreté du Québec unit he’d built. But while Gamache was polite, there was no sign it went beyond that.

      Jean-Guy poured himself and Annie glasses of pink lemonade, scanning the pulp for downy feathers.

      The four of them sat on the back terrace, under the stars, the tea lights flickering in the garden. Then, when dinner and the dishes were finished and they were relaxing over coffee, Gamache turned to Jean-Guy.

      “Can I see you for a few minutes?”

      “Sure.” He followed his father-in-law into the house.

      As Reine-Marie watched, the door to the study slowly closed. Then clicked shut.

      “Maman, what is it?”

      Annie followed her mother’s gaze to the closed door, then looked back at the smile frozen on her mother’s face.

      That was it, thought Reine-Marie. The slight inflection in Armand’s voice earlier in the evening when he’d learned Annie and Jean-Guy were coming down. It was more than pleasure at seeing his daughter and her husband.

      She’d stared at too many closed doors in her home not to recognize the significance. Herself on one side. Armand and Jean-Guy on the other.

      Reine-Marie had always known this moment would come. From the first box they’d unpacked and the first night they’d spent here. From the first morning she’d woken up next to Armand and not been afraid of what the day might bring.

      She’d known this day would come. But she’d thought, hoped, prayed they’d have more time.

      “Mom?”
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      Myrna turned the handle and found Clara’s front door locked.

      “Clara?” she called, and knocked.

      It was rare for any of them to lock their doors, though they knew from some experience that it would be a good idea. But the villagers also knew that what kept them safe in their beds wasn’t a lock. And what would wound them wasn’t an open door.

      But tonight, Clara had bolted herself in. Against what danger? Myrna wondered.

      “Clara?” Myrna knocked again.

      What was Clara afraid of? What was she trying to keep out?

      The door was yanked open, and when Myrna saw her friend’s face, she had her answer.

      Her. Clara was trying to keep her out.

      Well, it hadn’t worked. Myrna sailed into the kitchen, as familiar as her own.

      She put on the kettle and reached for their usual mugs. Into them she dropped bags of tisane. Chamomile for Clara and mint for herself. Then she turned to the annoyed face.

      “What’s happened? What the hell’s wrong?”

       

      Jean-Guy Beauvoir leaned back in the comfortable armchair and looked at the Chief. The Gamaches had turned one of the main floor bedrooms into a sitting room, and Gilles Sandon had built bookcases on all the walls and even around the windows and door frame so that it looked like a hut made of books.

      Behind the Chief, Beauvoir could make out biographies, histories, science books. Fiction and nonfiction. A thick volume on the Franklin Expedition seemed to spring from Gamache’s head.

      They chatted for a few minutes, not as father-in-law and son-in-law, but as colleagues. As survivors from the same wreck.

       

      “Jean-Guy looks better every time we see him,” said Reine-Marie.

      She could smell her daughter’s peppermint tisane and hear the flapping, tapping, of moth wings against the porch light.

      The two women had moved to the front verandah, Annie on the swing and Reine-Marie in one of the chairs. The village of Three Pines was spread before them, amber lights at some of the homes, but most in darkness now.

      The women talked not as mother and daughter, but as women who’d shared a life raft and were now, finally, on dry land.

      “He’s going to his therapist,” said Annie. “And to his AA meetings. Never misses. I think he actually looks forward to it now but would never admit it. Dad?”

      “He does his physio. We go for long walks. He can go farther every day. He’s even talking about taking up yoga.”

      Annie laughed. She had a face, a body, made not for a Paris runway but for good meals and books by the fire and laughter. She was constructed from, and for, happiness. But it had taken Annie Gamache a long while to find it. To trust it.

      And even now, in the still summer night, part of her feared it would be taken away. Again. By a bullet, a needle. A tiny painkilling pill. That caused so much pain.

      She shifted her seat and shoved the thought aside. After spending most of her life scanning the horizon for slights and threats, genuine and imagined, she knew the real threat to her happiness came not from the dot in the distance, but from looking for it. Expecting it. Waiting for it. And in some cases, creating it.

      Her father had jokingly accused her of living in the wreckage of her future. Until one day she’d looked deep into his eyes and saw he wasn’t joking.

      He was warning her.

      But it was a hard habit to break, especially since she now had so much to lose. And had almost lost it all. To a bullet. A needle. A tiny pill.

      As her mother had almost lost it all.

      They’d both had the phone call in the middle of the night. Come quickly. Come now. Before it’s too late.

      But it hadn’t been too late. Not quite.

      And while her father and Jean-Guy might recover, Annie wasn’t sure she and her mother ever really would. From the ringing, the ringing in the night.

      But for now they were safe. On the porch. Annie saw the rectangle of light through the sitting room window. Where her father and Jean-Guy sat. Also safe.

      For now.

      No, she warned herself. No. There is no threat.

      She wondered when she’d actually believe it. And she wondered if her mother believed it.

      “Can you see Dad on the village green doing the sun salutation every morning?”

      Reine-Marie laughed. The funny thing was, she could see it. It wouldn’t be pretty, but she could imagine Armand doing it.

      “Is he really okay?” Annie asked.

      Reine-Marie turned in her seat to look at the porch light above the door. What had started as a gentle tapping of moth wings against the bulb had turned into near frantic beating as the moth rammed itself against the hot light on the cool night. It was getting on her nerves.

      She turned back to Annie. She knew what her daughter was asking. Annie could see her father’s physical improvements – what concerned her now was what was unseen.

      “He sees Myrna once a week,” said Reine-Marie. “That helps.”

      “Myrna?” asked Annie. “Myrna?” She gestured toward the “financial district” of Three Pines, which was made up of the general store, the bakery, the bistro, and Myrna’s New and Used Bookstore.

      Reine-Marie realized her daughter only knew Myrna from the shop. In fact, she only knew all the villagers from their lives here, not from their lives before. Annie had no idea that the large black woman who sold used books and helped them in the garden was Dr. Landers, a retired psychologist.

      Reine-Marie now wondered how newcomers would view her and Armand. The middle-aged couple in the white clapboard house.

      Would they be the slightly loopy villagers who made bouquets of weeds? Who sat on their porch with their day-old La Presse newspaper? Perhaps they’d only be known as Henri’s parents.

      Would newcomers to Three Pines ever know that she’d once been a senior librarian at the Bibliothèque nationale du Québec?

      Would it matter?

      And Armand?

      What life would a new villager think he’d left behind? A career in journalism perhaps, writing for the intellectual and almost indecipherable daily Le Devoir. Would they think he’d passed his days wearing a pilled cardigan and writing long op-ed pieces on politics?

      The more astute might guess that he’d been a professor at the Université de Montréal. The kindly one who was passionate about history and geography and what happened when the two collided.

      Would someone new to Three Pines ever suspect that the man tossing the ball to the shepherd, or sipping Scotch in the bistro, had once been the most celebrated cop in Québec? In Canada? Would they guess, could they guess, that the large man doing the sun salutation each morning had once hunted murderers for a living?

      Reine-Marie hoped not.

      She dared to think that that was behind them. Those lives now lived only in memory. They roamed the mountains that surrounded the village, but had no place here. Had no place now. Chief Inspector Gamache, the head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec, had done his job. It was someone else’s turn.

      But her heart tightened as Reine-Marie remembered the door to the sitting room closing. And clicking.

      The moth still fluttered around the light, butting and bumping against the bulb. Was it warmth it wanted, Reine-Marie wondered, was it light the moth sought?

      Does it hurt? Reine-Marie wondered. The singeing of the wings, the little legs, like threads, landing on the white-hot glass, then pushing away. Does it hurt that the light doesn’t give the moth what it so desperately desires?

      She got up and turned the porch light off, and after a few moments the beating of the wings stopped and Reine-Marie returned to her peaceful seat.

      It was quiet now, and dark. Except for the buttery light from the sitting room window. As the silence grew, Reine-Marie wondered if she’d done the moth a favor. Had she saved its life, but taken away its purpose?

      And then the beating started again. Flitting, desperate. Tiny, delicate, insistent. The moth had moved down the porch. Now it was beating against the window of the room where Armand and Jean-Guy sat.

      It had found its light. It would never give up. It couldn’t.

      Reine-Marie got up, watched by her daughter, and turned the porch light back on. It was in the moth’s nature to do what it was doing. And Reine-Marie could not stop it, no matter how much she might want to.

       

      “How’s Annie?” Gamache asked. “She looks happy.”

      Armand smiled as he thought of his daughter, and remembered dancing with her on the village green at her wedding to Jean-Guy.

      “Are you asking if she’s pregnant?”

      “Of course not,” snapped the Chief. “How could you think such a thing?” He picked up the paperweight on the coffee table, put it down, then picked up a book and fiddled with it as though he’d never held one before. “That’s none of my business.” He hiked himself up in the chair. “Do you think I think only a pregnancy would make her happy? What sort of man do you think I am? What sort of father?” He glared at the younger man across from him.

      Jean-Guy simply stared back, watching the uncharacteristic bluster.

      “It’s all right to ask.”

      “Is she?” asked Gamache, leaning forward.

      “No. She had a glass of wine at dinner. Didn’t you notice? Some detective.”

      “Not anymore, I’m not.” He caught Jean-Guy’s eyes and they both smiled. “I really wasn’t asking, you know,” said Gamache truthfully. “I just want her to be happy. And you too.”

      “I am, patron.”

      The two men looked at each other, searching for wounds only they could see. Searching for signs of healing only they would know were genuine.

      “And you, sir? Are you happy?”

      “I am.”

      Beauvoir didn’t need to probe. Having spent his career listening to lies, he recognized the truth when he heard it.

      “And how’s Isabelle doing?” asked Gamache.

      “Acting Chief Inspector Lacoste?” asked Beauvoir with a smile. His protégée had taken over as head of homicide for the Sûreté, a job everyone had once assumed would be his on the Chief’s retirement. Though Jean-Guy knew it wasn’t accurate to describe what had happened as a retirement. That made it sound predictable. No one could have predicted the events that had caused the head of homicide to quit the Sûreté and buy a home in a village so small and obscure it didn’t appear on any map.

      “Isabelle’s doing fine.”

      “You mean Ruth Zardo ‘fine’?” asked Gamache.

      “Pretty much. With a little work she’ll get there. She had you as a role model, sir.”

      Ruth had called her latest slim volume of poetry I’m FINE. Only people who read it realized that FINE stood for Fucked up, Insecure, Neurotic, and Egotistical.

      Isabelle Lacoste called Gamache at least once a week, and they met for lunch in Montréal a couple times a month. Always away from Sûreté headquarters. He insisted on that, so he wouldn’t undermine the new Chief Inspector’s authority.

      Lacoste had questions only the former Chief could answer. Sometimes procedural issues, but often questions that were more complex and human. About uncertainties, about insecurities. About her fears.

      Gamache listened and sometimes talked about his own experiences. Reassuring her that what she felt was natural, and normal, and healthy. He’d felt all those things almost every day of his career. Not that he was a fraud, but that he was afraid. When the phone rang, or there was a knock on the door, he worried there would be a life-and-death issue he could not resolve.

      “I have a new trainee, patron,” Isabelle had told him over their lunch at Le Paris earlier in the week.

      “Ah, oui?”

      “A young agent just out of the academy. Adam Cohen. I think you know him.”

      The Chief had smiled. “Merci, Isabelle.”

      Young Monsieur Cohen had flunked out on his first try and had taken a job as a guard at a penitentiary. Gamache had met Cohen months ago, when almost everyone else was attacking the Chief. Professionally. Personally. And finally, physically. But Adam Cohen had stood beside him. Hadn’t run away, despite having every reason to. Including to save his own skin.

      The Chief hadn’t forgotten. And when the crisis had passed, Gamache had approached the head of the Sûreté academy and asked that Cohen be given a rare second chance. And then he’d tutored the young man, guided him. Encouraged him. And had stood at the back of the hall, during graduation, and applauded him.

      Gamache had asked Isabelle to take Cohen on. To, essentially, take him under her wing. He could not imagine a better mentor for the young man.

      “Agent Cohen started this morning,” said Lacoste, taking a forkful of quinoa, feta, and pomegranate salad. “I called him into the office and told him that there were four statements that lead to wisdom. I said I was only going to recite them once, and he could do with them as he wished.”

      Armand Gamache lowered his fork to his plate and listened.

      “I don’t know. I was wrong. I’m sorry.” Lacoste recited them slowly, lifting a finger to count them off.

      “I need help,” the Chief said, completing the statements. The ones he’d taught young Agent Lacoste many years ago. The ones he’d recited to all his new agents.

      And now, sitting at home in Three Pines, he said, “I need your help, Jean-Guy.”

      Beauvoir grew still, alert, and gave a curt nod.

      “Clara came to see me this morning. She has a…” Gamache searched for the word. “Puzzle.”

      Beauvoir leaned forward.

       

      Clara and Myrna sat side by side in the large wooden Adirondack chairs in Clara’s back garden. The crickets and frogs were singing and every now and then the women heard rustles in the dark woods.

      Below that sound, beyond that sound, the Rivière Belle Bella burbled its way from the mountains, past the village, and out the other side. Heading home, but in no big hurry.

      “I’ve been patient,” said Myrna. “Now you need to tell me what’s wrong.”

      Even in the dark, Myrna knew the expression on Clara’s face as her friend turned to her.

      “Patient?” asked Clara. “It’s been an hour since the party broke up.”

      “Okay, ‘patient’ might be the wrong word. I’ve been worried. And it’s not just since dinner. Why have you been sitting with Armand every morning? And what happened today between you? You practically ran away from him.”

      “You noticed?”

      “For God’s sake, Clara, the bench is on top of the hill out of Three Pines. You might as well have been sitting on a neon sign.”

      “I wasn’t trying to hide.”

      “Then you succeeded.” Myrna softened her voice. “Can you tell me?”

      “Can you guess?”

      Myrna turned her entire body until she was facing her companion.

      Clara still had paint in her wild hair, not the speckles that come from painting a wall or ceiling. These were streaks of ochre and cadmium yellow. And a fingerprint of burnt sienna on her neck, like a bruise.

      Clara Morrow painted portraits. And in the process, she often painted herself.

      On their way into the garden Myrna had glanced into Clara’s studio and seen her latest work on the easel. A ghostly face was just appearing, or disappearing, into the canvas.

      Myrna was astonished by her friend’s portraits. On the surface they were simple representations of the person. Nice. Recognizable. Conventional. But… but if she stood in front of the work long enough, if she let her own conceptions drift away, let her defenses down, let go of all judgment, then another portrait appeared.

      Clara Morrow didn’t actually paint faces, she painted emotions, feelings, hidden, disguised, locked and guarded behind a pleasant façade.

      The works took Myrna’s breath away. But this was the first time a portrait had actually frightened her.

      “It’s Peter,” Myrna said as they sat in the cool night air.

      She knew that both this conversation, and that eerie portrait, were about Peter Morrow. Clara’s husband.

      Clara nodded. “He didn’t come home.”

       

      “So?” said Jean-Guy. “What’s the problem? Clara and Peter are separated, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, a year ago,” Gamache agreed. “Clara asked him to leave.”

      “I remember. Then why would she expect him home?”

      “They made a promise to each other. No contact for a year, but on the first anniversary of his leaving, Peter would come back and they’d see where they were.”

      Beauvoir leaned back in the armchair and crossed his legs, unconsciously mirroring the man facing him.

      He thought about what Gamache had just said. “But Peter didn’t come back.”

       

      “I waited.”

      Clara held her mug, no longer hot but warm enough to be comforting. The evening was cool and still and she could smell the chamomile rising from her tea. And while Clara couldn’t see Myrna beside her, she could sense her. And smell the warm mint.

      And Myrna had the sense to be silent.

      “The anniversary was actually a few weeks ago,” said Clara. “I bought a bottle of wine and two steaks from Monsieur Béliveau, and made that orange, arugula, and goat cheese salad Peter likes. I lit the charcoals in the barbeque. And waited.”

      She didn’t mention that she’d also bought croissants from Sarah’s boulangerie, for the next morning. In case.

      She felt such a fool, now. She’d imagined him arriving, seeing her and taking her in his arms. Actually, in her more melodramatic moments, she saw him bursting into tears and begging her forgiveness for being such a shit.

      She, of course, would be cool and contained. Cordial, but no more.

      But the truth was, Clara always felt like a Beatrix Potter creation in Peter’s familiar embrace. Mrs. Tiggy-winkle, in her funny little home. She’d found shelter in his arms. That was where she belonged.

      But that life had proven a fairy tale, an illusion. Still, in a moment of weakness, delusion, or hope, she’d bought those croissants. In case dinner became breakfast. In case nothing had changed. Or everything had changed. Or Peter had changed, and was no longer such a merde.

      She’d imagined them sitting in these very chairs, resting their coffee mugs in the rings. Eating the flaky croissants. Talking quietly. As though nothing had happened.

      But a lot had happened in that year, to Clara. To the village. To their friends.

      But what preoccupied her now was what had happened to Peter. The question occupied her head, then took over her heart, and now it held her completely hostage.

      “Why didn’t you say something sooner?” asked Myrna. The question, Clara knew, wasn’t a criticism. There was no reproach or judgment. Myrna simply wanted to understand.

      “At first I thought I might have had the date wrong. Then I got mad and thought, Fuck him. That was good for a couple of weeks. Then…”

      She lifted her hands, as though in surrender.

      Myrna waited, sipping her tea. She knew her friend. Clara might pause, might hesitate, might stumble. But she never surrendered.

      “Then I got scared.”

      “Of what?” Myrna’s voice was calm.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You know.”

      There was a long pause. “I was afraid,” said Clara at last, “that he was dead.”

      And still Myrna waited. And waited. And rested her mug in the circles. And waited.

      “And,” said Clara, “I was afraid he wasn’t. That he hadn’t come home because he didn’t want to.”

       

      “Salut,” said Annie as her husband joined them on the porch. She patted the seat next to her on the swing.

      “Can’t right now,” said Jean-Guy. “But save my place. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “I’ll be in bed by then.”

      Beauvoir was on the verge of saying something, then remembered where they were, and who was with them.

      “Are you off?” Reine-Marie asked Armand as she stood and he put his arm around her waist.

      “Not for long.”

      “I’ll keep a candle in the window,” she said, and saw him smile.

      She watched as Armand and their son-in-law strolled across the village green. At first she thought they were going to the bistro for a nightcap, but then they veered to the right. To the light of Clara’s cottage.

      And Reine-Marie heard them knock on her door. A soft, soft, insistent knocking.

       

      “You told him?”

      Clara looked from Gamache to Jean-Guy.

      She was livid. Her face was livid, as though she’d fallen face-first onto one of her own palettes. Magenta with a blotch of dioxazine purple seeping up from her neck.

      “It was private. What I told you was private.”

      “You asked for my help, Clara,” said Gamache.

      “No I didn’t. In fact, I told you not to help. That I’d take care of it. This is my life, my problem, not yours. Do you think every damsel is in distress? Did I become just a problem to be solved? A weakling to be saved? Is that it? The great man steps in to take care of things. Are you here to tell me not to worry my pretty little head?”

      Even Myrna’s eyes widened at this description of Clara’s head.

      “Wait a minute —” Beauvoir began, his own face turning alizarin crimson, but Gamache placed a large hand on the younger man’s arm.

      “No, you wait a minute,” snapped Clara, rounding on Beauvoir. Beside her, Myrna laid a soft but firm hand on her arm.

      “I’m sorry if I misunderstood,” said Gamache, and he looked it. “I thought when we talked this morning that you wanted my help. Why else come to me?”

      And there it was. The simple truth.

      Armand Gamache was her friend. But Reine-Marie was a closer friend. Others in the village were older friends. Myrna was her best friend.

      So why had she gone each morning up to the bench, to sit beside this man? And had finally unburdened herself? To him.

      “Well, you were wrong,” Clara said, the purple spreading into her scalp. “If you’re bored here, Chief Inspector, go find someone else’s private life to pillage.”

      Even Beauvoir gaped at that, momentarily so shocked he couldn’t find the words. And then he found them.

      “Bored? Bored? Do you have any idea what he’s offering? What he’s giving up? What a selfish —”

      “Jean-Guy! Enough.”

      The four of them stared at each other, shocked into silence.

      “I’m sorry,” said Gamache, giving Clara a small bow. “I was wrong. Jean-Guy.”

      Beauvoir hurried to catch up to Gamache’s long strides as he left Clara’s home and walked toward the bistro. Once there, Gamache ordered a cognac and Beauvoir got a Coke.

      Jean-Guy studied the man across from him. And slowly, slowly, it dawned on him that Gamache wasn’t angry. He wasn’t even hurt that his offer to help Clara had been turned down and he’d been personally insulted.

      Beauvoir knew, as he watched the Chief sip his drink and stare ahead, that the only thing Armand Gamache felt at that moment was relief.
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