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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






CHAPTER 1
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Armand Gamache slowed his car to a crawl, then stopped on the snow-covered secondary road.


This was it, he supposed. Pulling in, he drove between the tall pine trees until he reached the clearing.


There he parked the car and sat in the warm vehicle looking out at the cold day. Snow flurries were hitting the windshield and dissolving. They were coming down with more force now, slightly obscuring what he saw outside. Turning away, he stared at the letter he’d received the day before, lying open on the passenger seat.


Putting on his reading glasses, he rubbed his face. And read it again. It was an invitation of sorts, to this desolate place.


He turned off the car. But didn’t get out.


There was no particular anxiety. It was more puzzling than worrisome.


But still, it was just odd enough to raise a small alarm. Not a siren, yet. But he was alert.


Armand Gamache was not by nature timid, but he was a cautious man. How else could he have survived in the top echelons of the Sûreté du Québec? Though it was far from certain that he had survived.


He relied on, and trusted, both his rational mind and his instincts.


And what were they telling him now?


They were certainly telling him this was strange. But then, he thought with a grin, his grandchildren could have told him that.


Bringing out his cell phone, he listened as the number he called rang once, twice, and then was answered.


“Salut, ma belle. I’m here,” he said.


It was an agreement between Armand and his wife, Reine-Marie, that in winter, in snow, they called each other when they’d arrived at a destination.


“How was the drive? The snow seems to be getting worse in Three Pines.”


“Here too. Drive was easy.”


“So where are you? What is the place, Armand?”


“It’s sort of hard to describe.”


But he tried.


What he saw had once been a home. Then a house. And was now simply a building. And not even that for much longer.


“It’s an old farmhouse,” he said. “But it looks abandoned.”


“Are you sure you’re at the right place? Remember when you came to get me at my brother’s home and you went to the wrong brother? Insisting I was there.”


“That was years ago,” he said. “And all the houses look alike in Ste.-Angélique, and, honestly, all your hundred and fifty-seven brothers look alike. Besides, he didn’t like me, and I was fairly sure he just wanted me to go away and leave you alone.”


“Can you blame him? You were at the wrong house. Some detective.”


Armand laughed. That had been decades ago, when they were first courting. Her family had since warmed to him, once they saw how much she loved him and, more important to them, how much he loved Reine-Marie.


“I’m at the right place. There’s another car here.”


Light snow covered the other vehicle. It had been there, he guessed, for about half an hour. Not more. Then his eyes returned to the farmhouse.


“It’s been a while since anyone lived here.”


It took a long time to fall into such a state. Lack of care, over the years, would do that.


It was now little more than a collection of materials.


The shutters were askew, the wooden handrail had rotted and gone its separate way from the sloping steps. One of the upper windows was boarded up, so that it looked like the place was winking at him. As though it knew something he did not.


He cocked his head. Was there a slight lean to the house? Or was his imagination turning this into one of Honoré’s nursery rhymes?




There was a crooked man, and he walked a crooked mile,


He found a crooked sixpence against a crooked stile;


He bought a crooked cat, which caught a crooked mouse,


And they all lived together in a little crooked house.





This was a crooked house. And Armand Gamache wondered if, inside, he’d find a crooked man.


After saying goodbye to Reine-Marie, he looked again at the other car in the yard, and the license plate with the motto of Québec stamped on it: JE ME SOUVIENS.


I remember.


When he closed his eyes, as he did now, images appeared uninvited. As vivid, as intense as the moment they’d happened. And not only the day last summer, with the slanting shafts of cheerful sunlight hitting the blood on his hands.


He saw all the days. All the nights. All the blood. His own, and others’. People whose lives he’d saved. And those he’d taken.


But to keep his sanity, his humanity, his equilibrium, he needed to recall the wonderful events as well.


Finding Reine-Marie. Having their son and daughter. Now grandchildren.


Finding their refuge in Three Pines. The quiet moments with friends. The joyful celebrations.


The father of a good friend had developed dementia and died recently. For the last year or so of his life, he no longer recognized family and friends. He was kindly to all, but he beamed at some. They were the ones he loved. He knew them instinctively and kept them safe, not in his wounded head but in his heart.


The memory of the heart was far stronger than whatever was kept in the mind. The question was, what did people keep in their heart?


Chief Superintendent Gamache had known more than a few people whose heart had been consumed by hate.


He looked at the crooked house in front of him and wondered what memory was consuming it.


After instinctively committing the license-plate number to memory, he scanned the yard.


It was dotted with large mounds of snow, under which, Gamache guessed, were rusted vehicles. A pickup picked apart. An old tractor now scrap. And something that looked like a tank but was probably an old oil tank and not a tank tank.


He hoped.


Gamache put on his tuque and was about to put on gloves when he hesitated and picked up the letter yet again. There wasn’t much to it. Just a couple of clipped sentences.


Far from being threatening, they were almost comical and would’ve been had they not been written by a dead man.


It was from a notary, asking, almost demanding, that Gamache present himself at this remote farmhouse at 10:00 a.m. Sharp. Please. Don’t be late. Merci.


He’d looked up the notary in the Chambre des Notaires du Québec.


Maître Laurence Mercier.


He’d died of cancer six months earlier.


And yet— Here was a letter from him.


There was no email or return address, but there was a phone number, which Armand had called but no one had answered.


He’d been tempted to look up Maître Mercier in the Sûreté database but decided against it. It wasn’t that Gamache was persona non grata at the Sûreté du Québec. Not exactly, anyway. Now on suspension pending the outcome of an investigation into events last summer, he felt he needed to be judicious in the favors he asked of colleagues. Even Jean-Guy Beauvoir. His second-in-command. His son-in-law.


Gamache looked again at the once-strong house and smiled. Feeling a kinship toward it.


Things sometimes fell apart unexpectedly. It was not necessarily a reflection of how much they were valued.


He folded the letter and placed it in his breast pocket. Just as he was leaving the car, his cell phone rang.


Gamache looked at the number. Stared at the number. Any sign of amusement wiped from his face.


Dare he take it?


Dare he not?


As the ringing continued, he stared out the windshield, his view obscured by the now-heavy snow, so that he saw the world imperfectly.


He wondered if, in future, whenever he saw an old farmhouse, or heard the soft tapping of snowflakes, or smelled damp wool, this moment would be conjured and, if so, would it be with a sense of relief or horror?


“Oui, allô?”


The man stood by the window, straining to see out.


It was distorted by frost, but he had seen the car arrive and had watched, with impatience, as the man parked, then just sat there.


After a minute or so, the new arrival got out but didn’t come toward the house. He was standing beside his car, a cell phone to his ear.


This was the first of les invités.


The man recognized this first guest, of course. Who wouldn’t? He’d seen him often enough, but only in news reports. Never in person.


And he’d been far from convinced this guest would show up.


Armand Gamache. The former head of homicide. The current Chief Superintendent of the Sûreté du Québec, on suspension.


He felt a slight frisson of excitement. Here was a celebrity of sorts. A man both highly respected and reviled. Some in the press held him up as a hero. Others as a villain. Representing the worst aspects of policing. Or the best. The abuse of power. Or a daring leader, willing to sacrifice his own reputation, and perhaps more, for the greater good.


To do what no one else wanted to do. Or could do.


Through the distorted glass, through the snow, he saw a man in his late fifties. Tall, six feet at least. And substantial. The parka made him look heavy, but parkas made everyone look heavy. The face, not pudgy, was, however, worn. With lines from his eyes, and, as he watched, two deep furrows formed between Gamache’s brows.


He was not good at understanding the faces faces made. He saw the lines but couldn’t read them. He thought Gamache was angry, but it could have been simply concentration. Or surprise. He supposed it could even have been joy.


But he doubted that.


It was snowing more heavily now, but Gamache had not put on his gloves. They’d fallen to the ground when he’d gotten out of the car. It was how most Québécois lost mitts and gloves and even hats. They rested on laps in the car and were forgotten when it came time to get out. In spring the land was littered with dog shit, worms, and sodden mitts and gloves and tuques.


Armand Gamache stood in the falling snow, his bare hand to his ear. Gripping a phone and listening.


And when it was his turn to talk, Gamache bowed his head, his knuckles white as he tightened his hold on the phone, or from incipient frostbite. Then, taking a few steps away from his car, he turned his back to the wind and snow, and he spoke.


The man couldn’t hear what was being said, but then one phrase caught a gust and made its way across the snowy yard, past possessions once prized. And into the house. Once prized.


“You’ll regret this.”


And then some other movement caught his attention. Another car was pulling in to the yard.


The second of les invités.




CHAPTER 2
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“Armand?”


The smile of recognition and slight relief froze on her face as she took in his expression.


His movement as he’d turned to face her had been almost violent. His body tense, prepared. As though bracing for a possible attack.


While she was adept at reading faces and understood body language, she could not quite get the expression on his face. Except for the most obvious.


Surprise.


But there was more there. Far more.


And then it was gone. His body relaxed, and as she watched, Armand spoke a single word into his phone, tapped on it, then put it into his pocket.


The last expression to leave that familiar face, before the veneer of civility covered it completely, was something that surprised her even more.


Guilt.


And then the smile appeared.


“For God’s sake, Myrna. What’re you doing here?”


Armand tried to modulate his smile, though it was difficult. His face was numb, almost frozen.


He didn’t want to look like a grinning fool, overdoing it. Giving himself away to this very astute woman. Who was also a neighbor.


A retired psychologist, Myrna Landers owned the bookstore in Three Pines and had become good friends with Reine-Marie and Armand.


He suspected she’d seen, and understood, his initial reaction. Though he also suspected she would not grasp the depth of it. Or ever guess who he’d been speaking with.


He had been so engrossed in his conversation. In choosing his words. In listening so closely to the words being spoken to him. And the tone. And modulating his own tone. That he’d allowed someone to sneak up on him.


Granted, it was a friend. But it could just as easily have not been a friend.


As a cadet, as a Sûreté agent. As an inspector. As head of homicide, then head of the whole force, he’d had to be alert. Trained himself to be alert, so that it became second nature. First nature.


It’s not that he walked through life expecting something bad to happen. His vigilance had simply become part of who he was, like his eye color. Like his scars.


Part DNA, part a consequence of his life.


Armand knew that the problem wasn’t that he’d let his guard down just now. Just the opposite. It had been up so high, so thick, that for a few crucial minutes nothing else penetrated. He’d missed hearing the car approach. He’d missed the soft tread of boots on snow.


Gamache, not a fearful man, felt a small lick of concern. This time the consequences were benign. But next?


The threat didn’t have to be monumental. If it were, it wouldn’t be missed. It was almost always something tiny.


A signal missed or misunderstood. A blind spot. A moment of distraction. A focus so sharp that everything around it blurred. A false assumption mistaken for fact.


And then—


“You okay?” Myrna Landers asked as Armand approached and kissed her on both cheeks.


“I’m fine.”


She could feel the cold on his face and the damp from the snow that had hit and melted. And she could feel the tension in the man, rumbling below the cheerful surface.


His smile created deep lines from the corners of his eyes. But it did not actually reach those brown eyes. They remained sharp, wary. Watchful. Though the warmth was still there.


“Fine,” he’d said, and despite her disquiet she smiled.


They both understood that code. It was a reference to their neighbor in the village of Three Pines. Ruth Zardo. A gifted poet. One of the most distinguished in the nation. But that gift had come wrapped in more than a dollop of crazy. The name Ruth Zardo was uttered with equal parts admiration and dread. Like conjuring a magical creature that was both creative and destructive.


Ruth’s last book of poetry was called I’m FINE. Which sounded good until you realized, often too late, that “F.I.N.E.” stood for “Fucked-Up, Insecure, Neurotic, and Egotistical.”


Yes, Ruth Zardo was many things. Fortunately for them, one of the things she was not was there.


Armand stooped and picked up the mitts that had fallen off Myrna’s substantial lap, into the snow. He whacked them against his parka before handing them back to her. Then, realizing he was also missing his own, he went to his car and found them almost buried in the new snow.


The man watched all this from the questionable protection of the house.


He’d never met the woman who’d just arrived, but already he didn’t like her. She was large and black and a “she.” None of those things he found attractive. But worse still, Myrna Landers had arrived five minutes late, and instead of hurrying inside, spouting apologies, she was standing around chatting. As though he weren’t waiting for them. As though he hadn’t been clear about the time of the appointment.


Which he had.


Though his annoyance was slightly mitigated by relief that she’d shown up at all.


He watched the two of them closely. It was a game he played. Watching. Trying to guess what people might do next.


He was almost always wrong.
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Both Myrna and Armand pulled the letters from their pockets.


They compared them. Exactly the same.


“This is”—she looked around—“a bit odd, don’t you think?”


He nodded and followed her eyes to the ramshackle house.


“Do you know these people?” he asked.


“What people?”


“Well, whoever lives here. Lived here.”


“No. You?”


“Non. I haven’t a clue who they are or why we’re here.”


“I called the number,” said Myrna. “But there was no answer. No way to get in touch with this Laurence Mercier. He’s a notary. Do you know him?”


“Non. But I do know one thing.”


“What?” Myrna could tell that something unpleasant was about to come her way.


“He died six months ago. Cancer.”


“Then what—”


She had no idea how to continue, and so stopped. She looked over at the house, then turned to Armand. She was almost his height, and while her parka made her look heavy, in her case it was no illusion.


“You knew that the guy who sent you the letter died months ago, and still you came,” she said. “Why?”


“Curiosity,” he said. “You?”


“Well, I didn’t know he was dead.”


“But you did know it was strange. So why did you come?”


“Same. Curiosity. What’s the worst that could happen?”


It was, even Myrna recognized, a fairly stupid thing to say.


“If we start hearing organ music, Armand, we run. Right?”


He laughed. He, of course, knew the worst that could happen. He’d knelt beside it hundreds of times.


Myrna tipped her head back to stare at the roof, sagging under the weight of months of snow. She saw the cracked and missing windows and blinked as snowflakes, large and gentle and relentless, landed on her face and fell into her eyes.


“It’s not really dangerous, is it?” she asked.


“I doubt it.”


“Doubt?” Her eyes widened slightly. “There is a chance?”


“I think the only danger will come from the building itself,” he nodded to the slumping roof and sloping walls, “and not from whoever is inside.”


They’d walked over, and now he put his foot on the first step and it broke. He raised his brows at her, and she smiled.


“I think that’s more the amount of croissants than the amount of wood rot,” she said, and he laughed.


“I agree.”


He paused for a moment, looking at the steps, then the house.


“You’re not sure if it’s dangerous, are you?” she said. “Either the house or whoever’s inside.”


“Non,” he admitted. “I’m not sure. Would you prefer to wait out here?”


Yes, she thought.


“No,” she said, and followed him in.


“Maître Mercier.” The man introduced himself, walking forward, his hand extended.


“Bonjour,” said Gamache, who’d gone in first. “Armand Gamache.”


He swiftly took in his surroundings, beginning with the man.


Short, slight, white. In his mid-forties.


Alive.


The electricity had been turned off in the house and with it the heat, leaving the air cold and stale. Like a walk-in freezer.


The notary had kept his coat on, and Armand could see it was smudged with dirt. Though Armand’s was too. It was near impossible to get into and out of a vehicle in a Québec winter without getting smeared by dirt and salt.


But Maître Mercier’s coat wasn’t just dirty, it was stained. And worn.


There was an air of neglect about him. The man, like his clothing, appeared threadbare. But there was also a dignity there, bordering on haughtiness.


“Myrna Landers,” said Myrna, stepping forward and offering her hand.


Maître Mercier took it but dropped it quickly. More a touch than a handshake.


Gamache noticed that Myrna’s attitude had changed slightly. No longer fearful, she looked at their host with what appeared to be pity.


There were some creatures who naturally evoked that reaction. Not given armor, or a poison bite, or the ability to fly or even run, what they had was equally powerful.


The ability to look so helpless, so pathetic, that they could not possibly be a threat. Some even adopted them. Protected them. Nurtured them. Took them in.


And almost always regretted it.


It was far too early to tell if Maître Mercier was just such a creature, but he did have that immediate effect, even on someone as experienced and astute as Myrna Landers.


Even on himself, Gamache realized. He could feel his defenses lowering in the presence of this sad little man.


Though they did not drop completely.


Gamache took off his tuque and, smoothing his graying hair, he looked around.


The outside door opened directly into the kitchen, as they often did in farmhouses. It looked unchanged since the sixties. Maybe even fifties. The cabinets were made of plywood painted a cheery blue the color of cornflowers, the counters of chipped yellow laminate and the floors of scuffed linoleum.


Anything of value had been taken. The appliances were gone, the walls were stripped clean except for a mint-green clock above the sink, that had long since stopped.


For a moment he imagined the room as it might once have been. Shiny, not new but clean and cared for. People moving about, preparing a Thanksgiving or Christmas dinner. Children chasing one another around like wild colts, with parents trying to tame them. Then giving up.


He noticed lines on the doorjamb. Marking heights. Before time had stopped.


Yes, he thought, this room, this home, was happy once. Cheerful once.


He looked again at their host. The notary who did and did not exist. Had this been his home? Had he been happy, cheerful, once? If so, there was no sign of it. It had all been stripped away.


Maître Mercier motioned to the kitchen table, inviting them to sit. Which they did.


“Before we begin, I’d like you to sign this.”


Mercier pushed a piece of paper toward Gamache.


Armand leaned back in his chair, away from the paper. “Before we begin,” he said, “I’d like to know who you are and why we’re here.”


“So would I,” said Myrna.


“In due course,” said Mercier.


It was such a strange thing to say, both as a formal and dated turn of phrase and in its complete dismissal of their request. A not-unreasonable request either, from people who didn’t have to be there.


Mercier looked and sounded like a character from Dickens. And not the hero. Gamache wondered if Myrna felt the same way.


The notary placed a pen on the paper and nodded to Gamache, who did not pick it up.


“Listen,” said Myrna, laying a large hand on Mercier’s and feeling him spasm. “Dear.” Her voice was calm, warm, clear. “You tell us now or I’m leaving. And I’m assuming you don’t want that.”


Gamache pushed the paper back across the table toward the notary.


Myrna patted Mercier’s hand, and Mercier stared back at her.


“Now,” she said. “How did you rise from the dead?”


Mercier looked at her like she was the crazy one, then his eyes shifted, and both Gamache and Myrna turned to follow his gaze out the window.


Another vehicle had pulled up. A pickup truck. And out hopped a young man, his mitts falling into the snow. But he swiftly stooped and picked them up.


Armand caught Myrna’s eye.


The newest arrival wore a long red-and-white-striped hat. So long that it tapered to a pom-pommed tail that trailed down his back and dragged in the snow as he stepped away from his truck.


Noticing this, the young man lifted the end of the tuque and wrapped it once around his neck like a scarf before tossing it over his shoulder in a move so rakish that Myrna found herself smiling.


Whoever this was, he was as vibrant as their dead host was desiccated.


Dr. Seuss meets Charles Dickens.


The Cat in the Hat was about to enter Bleak House.


There was a knock on the door, then he walked in. Looking around, his eyes fell on Gamache, who’d gotten to his feet.


“Allô, bonjour,” said the cheerful young man. “Monsieur Mercier?”


He put out his hand. Gamache took it.


“Non. Armand Gamache.”


They shook hands. The newcomer’s hand was callused, strong. His grip was firm and friendly. A confident handshake without being forced.


“Benedict Pouliot. Salut. Hope I’m not late. Traffic over the bridge was awful.”


“This is Maître Mercier,” said Armand, stepping aside to reveal the notary.


“Hello, sir,” said the young man, shaking the notary’s hand.


“And I’m Myrna Landers,” said Myrna, shaking his hand and smiling, Armand thought, just a little too broadly.


Though it was hard not to smile at the handsome young man. Not that he was laughable. But he was affable and almost completely without affectation. His eyes were thoughtful and bright.


Benedict took off his hat and smoothed his blond hair, which was cut in a fashion Myrna had never seen before and hoped never to see again. It was buzz-cut short on the top then, at his ears, it became long. Very long.


“So,” he said, rubbing his hands together in anticipation and perhaps because it was so cold. “Where do we begin?”


They all looked at Mercier, who continued to stare at Benedict.


“It’s the haircut, isn’t it?” said the young man. “My girlfriend did it. She’s taking a stylist course, and the final exam is to create a new cut. What do you think?”


He ran his hands through it as the others remained silent.


“Looks great,” said Myrna, confirming for Armand that love, or infatuation, was indeed blind.


“Did she also make your hat?” Armand asked, pointing to what was now a large red-and-white lump of wet wool at the end of the table.


“Yes. Final marks in her design class. Do you like it?”


Armand gave what he hoped might be a noncommittal grunt.


“You sent the letter, didn’t you, sir?” Benedict said to Mercier. “Now, do you want to show me around first, or should we look at plans? Is this your house?” he asked Armand and Myrna. “To be honest, I’m not sure it can be saved. It’s in pretty rough shape.”


Gamache and Myrna looked at each other and realized what he was saying.


“We’re not together,” said Myrna, laughing. “Like you, we were invited here by Maître Mercier.”


She brought out her letter, as did Armand, and they placed them on the table.


Benedict bent over, then straightened up. “I’m confused. I thought I was here to bid on a job.”


He put his own letter on the table. It was, except for his name and address, identical to the other two.


“What do you do?” Myrna asked, and Benedict handed her one of his cards.


It was bloodred and diamond shaped, with something unreadable embossed.


“Your girlfriend?” asked Myrna.


“Yes. Her business class.”


“Final marks?”


“Oui.”


Myrna handed it to Gamache, who had to put on his reading glasses and tip the card toward the window to have any hope of reading the bumps.


“‘Benedict Pouliot. Builder,’” he read out loud, then turned it over. “There’s no phone number or email.”


“No. Marks were deducted. So am I here to bid on a job?”


“No,” said Mercier. “Sit.”


Benedict sat.


More like a puppy than a cat, really, thought Gamache as he took the seat next to Benedict.


“Then why am I here?” Benedict asked.


“We want to know too,” said Myrna, ripping her eyes off Benedict and directing them back to the notary.




CHAPTER 3
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“State your name, please.”


“You know my name, Marie,” said Jean-Guy. “We’ve worked together for years.”


“Please, sir,” she said, her voice pleasant but firm.


Jean-Guy stared at her, then at the two other officers assembled in the boardroom.


“Jean-Guy Beauvoir.”


“Rank?”


He gave her a filthy look now, but she just held his stare.


“Acting head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec.”


“Merci.”


The inspector gazed at the laptop in front of her, then back at him.


“This isn’t about you, you’ll be happy to hear.” She smiled, but he did not. “Your suspension was lifted several months ago. But we still have serious questions about the decisions and actions of Monsieur Gamache.”


“Chief Superintendent Gamache,” said Beauvoir. “And how can you still have questions? You’ve asked, and he’s answered, every possible question. You must’ve cleared him by now? It’s been almost six months. Come on. Enough.”


Again he looked at who he thought were his colleagues. Then back at her. His gaze becoming less hostile and more baffled.


“What is this?”


Jean-Guy had been in many such interviews and had felt confident he could control the situation, knowing they were all on the same side. But as they stared at him from the other side of the table, he realized his mistake.


He’d entered the room expecting this would just be a formality. A last interview before, like him, the Chief was exonerated and returned to work.


The atmosphere had indeed been convivial, almost jovial. At first.


Beauvoir was sure they’d tell him that a sternly worded statement was being drafted, explaining that a rigorous investigation had been held. It would lament the fact that the covert Sûreté operation in the summer had ended with such bloodshed.


But it would, ultimately, voice support for the unconventional and bold decisions taken by Chief Superintendent Gamache. And unwavering support for the Sûreté team involved in what turned out to be a wildly successful action. A commendation would be given to Isabelle Lacoste, the head of homicide, whose actions had saved so many lives but who’d paid so high a price.


It would end there.


Chief Superintendent Gamache would go back to work, and all would return to normal.


Though the fact an investigation that had begun in the summer was still going on in the depth of the Québec winter was disconcerting.


“You were second-in-command to your father-in-law when decisions were taken leading to the action we’re investigating?” the inspector asked.


“I was with Chief Superintendent Gamache, yes. You know that.”


“Oui. Your father-in-law.”


“My boss.”


“Yes. The person responsible for what happened. We all know that, Chief Inspector, but thank you for clarifying.”


The others nodded. Sympathetically. Understanding the delicate position Beauvoir found himself in.


They were, Beauvoir realized with some surprise, inviting him to distance himself from Gamache.


It would be easier to distance himself from his hands and feet. His position was not at all delicate. It was, in fact, firm. He stood with Gamache.


But he was beginning to get a sick feeling deep in his gut.


“Neither of us is guilty, mon vieux,” Gamache had said months earlier, when the inevitable investigation had begun. “You know that. These are just questions that need to be asked after what happened. There’s nothing to worry about.”


Not guilty, his father-in-law had said. What he didn’t say was that they were innocent. Which, of course, they were not.


Jean-Guy Beauvoir had been cleared and had accepted the post as acting head of homicide.


But Chief Superintendent Gamache remained on suspension. Though Beauvoir had been confident that was about to end.


“One last meeting,” he’d said to his wife that morning as they fed their son, “and your father will be cleared.”


“Uh-huh,” said Annie.


“What?”


He knew his wife well. Despite the fact she was a lawyer, a less cynical person would be hard to find. And yet he could tell there was doubt there.


“It’s taken so long. I’m just worried it’s become political. They need a scapegoat. Dad let a ton of opioids through his hands. Drugs he could’ve stopped. Someone has to be blamed.”


“But he’s got most of it back. And he had no choice. Really.” He stood up and kissed her. “And it wasn’t quite a ton.”


A clump of oatmeal Honoré had flung hit Jean-Guy’s cheek, then dropped onto the top of Annie’s head.


Picking the glop out of her hair, Jean-Guy looked at it, then put it into his mouth.


“You’d have made a great gorilla,” said Annie.


Jean-Guy started searching her scalp, aping a gorilla grooming its mate, while Annie laughed and Honoré flung more oatmeal.


Jean-Guy supposed he knew that Annie would never be the most beautiful woman in any room. A stranger wouldn’t look at her twice.


But if one did, he might discover something it had taken Jean-Guy many years and one failed marriage to see. How very beautiful happiness was. And Annie Gamache radiated happiness.


She would always be, he knew with certainty, not just the most intelligent person in any room but also the most beautiful. And if anyone didn’t see it, it was their loss.


He unbuckled Honoré and walked to the door with him in his arms.


“Have fun today,” he said, kissing both of them.


“Just a moment,” said Annie.


She took off Jean-Guy’s bib, wiped his face, and said, “Be careful. I think this might be a two-holer.”


“Deep merde?” Jean-Guy shook his head. “Non. This’s the last of it. I think they just have to make it clear that there was a thorough investigation. And there was. But believe me, after looking at the facts, they’ll be thanking your father for what he did. They’ll understand that he faced a shitty choice and did what had to be done.”


“Please, no swearing in front of the kid. You’d hate his first word to be ‘shit,’” she said. “I agree with you. Dad had no choice. But they might not see it that way.”


“Then they’re blind.”


“Then they’re human,” said Annie, taking Honoré. “And humans need a place to hide. I think they’re hiding behind him. And preparing to shove Dad to the predators.”


Beauvoir walked briskly to the subway and what he knew would be the final internal-affairs interview before all returned to normal.


His head was down, and he concentrated on the sidewalk and the soft, light snow hiding the ice below.


One misstep and bad things happened. A turned ankle. A wrist broken trying to break the fall. Or a fractured skull.


It was always what you couldn’t see that hurt you.


And now, sitting in the interview room, Jean-Guy Beauvoir was wondering if Annie had been right and he had, in fact, missed something.




CHAPTER 4
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“Who are you?” Gamache asked, leaning forward and staring at the man at the head of the table.


“We already know, sir,” said Benedict.


He spoke slowly. Patiently. Myrna had to drop her head to hide her amusement and delight.


“He’s. A. Notary.” The young man all but patted Armand’s hand.


“Oui, merci,” said Armand. “I did just get that. But Laurence Mercier died six months ago. So who are you?”


“It says it right there,” said Mercier. He pointed to the illegible signature. “Lucien Mercier. Laurence was my father.”


“And are you a notary?”


“I am. I’ve taken over my father’s practice.”


In Québec, Gamache knew, notaries were more like solicitors than clerks. Doing everything from land transactions to marriage contracts.


“Why’re you using his stationery?” asked Myrna. “It’s misleading.”


“It’s economical and environmental. I hate waste. I use my father’s letterhead when I’m doing business that was his. Less confusing for the clients.”


“Can’t say that’s true,” muttered Myrna.


Lucien brought four file folders from his briefcase and handed them around. “You’re here because you’re named in the last will of Bertha Baumgartner.”


There was silence as they absorbed that, then Benedict said, “Really?” at the same time both Armand and Myrna said, “Who?”


“Bertha Baumgartner,” the notary repeated. And then said the name a third time when the two older invités continued to stare at him.


“But I’ve never heard of her,” said Myrna. “Have you?”


Armand thought for a moment. He met a lot of people and felt fairly certain he’d remember that name. But he was drawing a blank. It meant absolutely nothing.


Armand and Myrna turned to Benedict, whose handsome face was curious, but not more.


“You?” Myrna prompted, and he shook his head.


“Did she leave us money?” Benedict asked.


It wasn’t said with greed, Gamache thought. More amazement. And yes, perhaps some hope.


“No,” Mercier was happy to report, and then unhappy to see that the young man didn’t seem at all disappointed.


“So why’re we here?” asked Myrna.


“You’re the liquidators of her estate.”


“What?” said Myrna. “You’re kidding.”


“Liquidator? What’s that?” asked Benedict.


“It’s called ‘executor’ in most places,” Mercier explained.


When Benedict continued to look confused, Armand explained. “It means Bertha Baumgartner wants us to oversee her will. Make sure her wishes are carried out.”


“So she’s dead?” asked Benedict.


Armand was about to say yes. That much seemed obvious. But “dead” had already proved less than obvious that day, so perhaps Madame Baumgartner…


He turned to the notary for confirmation.


“Oui. She died just over a month ago.”


“And she was living here until then?” asked Myrna, looking up at the sagging ceiling and calculating how long it would take to get out the door if the sag became a collapse. Or maybe she could just fling herself through the window.


Between the new snow and the fact she was made almost entirely of gummy bears, it would probably be a soft landing.


“No, she was in a seniors’ home,” said Mercier.


“So is it like jury duty?” asked Benedict.


“Pardon?” asked the notary.


“You know, people whose names just come up. Our civic duty, that sort of thing. To be … what did you call it?”


“A liquidator,” said Mercier. “No. It’s not at all like jury duty. She chose you specifically.”


“But why us?” asked Armand. “We didn’t even know her.”


“I have no idea, and, sadly, we can’t ask her,” said Mercier, who did not look at all sad.


“Your father didn’t say anything?” asked Myrna.


“He never spoke about his clients.”


Gamache looked down at the brick of papers in front of him and noticed the red stamp in the upper left corner. He was familiar with wills. You didn’t generally get into your late fifties without having read a few. And Gamache had read a few, including his own.


This was indeed a legitimate, registered will.


Scanning the top page quickly, he noted that it had been written two years earlier.


“Turn to page two, please,” said the notary. “You’ll see your names in section four.”


“But wait a minute,” said Myrna. “Who was Bertha Baumgartner? You have to know something.”


“All I know is that she’s dead and my father looked after the estate. And now I have it. And now it’s yours. Page two, please.”


And sure enough, there they were. Myrna Landers of Three Pines, Québec. Armand Gamache of Three Pines, Québec. Benedict Pouliot of 267 rue Taillon, Montréal, Québec.


“This is you?” Mercier watched as each of them nodded. He cleared his throat and prepared to read.


“Wait a minute,” said Myrna. “This’s crazy. Some stranger picks us at random and makes us liquidators? Can she do that?”


“Oh yes,” said the notary. “You can name the pope if you want.”


“Really? That’s pretty cool,” said Benedict, his mind whirring at the possibilities.


Gamache didn’t completely agree with Myrna. He doubted it was random. He looked down at the names in Bertha Baumgartner’s will. Their names. Very clear. There for a reason, he suspected. Though that reason was anything but clear.


A cop, a bookstore owner, a builder. Two men, one woman. Different ages. Two lived in the country, one in the city.


There was no pattern. They had nothing in common except their names on this document. And the fact none of them knew Bertha Baumgartner.


“And whoever is named has to do it?” asked Myrna. “We have to do it?”


“Of course not,” said Mercier. “Can you imagine the Holy Father liquidating this estate?”


They tried. Only Benedict seemed, by the smile on his face, to be succeeding.


“So we can refuse?” asked Myrna.


“Oui. Would you like to refuse?”


“Well, I don’t know. I mean, I haven’t had a chance to think about it. I had no idea why you wanted me here.”


“What did you think?” asked Mercier.


Myrna sat back in her chair, trying to remember.


She’d been in her bookstore the morning before when the mail arrived.


She’d poured a mug of strong tea and sat in the comfortable armchair with the indentation that fit her body like a mold.


The woodstove was on, and beyond her window was a brilliant winter day. The sky was a deep perfect blue, and the sun bounced off the snow-covered lawns, the road, the ice rink, and the snowmen on the village green. The whole village gleamed.


It was the sort of day that drew you outside. Even though you knew better. And once you were outside, the cold gripped you, burning your lungs, soldering your nostrils together with every breath. It brought tears to your eyes. Freezing the lashes so that you had to pry your lids apart.


And yet, gasping for breath, you still stood there. Just a little longer. To be part of such a day. Before retreating back inside to the hearth and hot chocolate, or tea, or strong, rich café au lait.


And the mail.


She’d read and reread the letter, then called the number to ask why this notary wanted to meet her.


Getting no answer, she took the letter with her to meet her friends and neighbors, Clara Morrow and Gabri Dubeau, for lunch in the bistro.


As Clara and Gabri discussed the snow-sculpture themes, the ball-hockey tournament, the tuque judging, and the refreshments for the upcoming winter carnival, Myrna found her attention wandering.


“Hello,” said Gabri. “Anybody home?”


“Huh?”


“We need your help,” said Clara. “The snowshoe race around the village green. Should it be one circuit or two?”


“One for the under-eights,” said Myrna. “One and a half for the under-twelves, and two for everyone else.”


“Well, that was decisive,” said Gabri. “Now, teams for the snowball fight…”


Myrna’s mind drifted again. She vaguely noted Gabri getting up and tossing more logs onto the fires in the open hearths at either end of the bistro. He paused to chat with customers as more villagers came in from the cold, stamping their feet and rubbing their freezing hands.


They were met with warmth and the scent of maplewood smoke, tourtières just out of the oven, and the permanent aroma of coffee embedded into the beams and wide-plank floors.


“I have something I need to show you,” Myrna whispered to Clara while Gabri was occupied.


“Why’re you whispering?” Clara also lowered her voice. “Is it dirty?”


“Of course not.”


“Of course?” said Clara, raising her brows. “I know you too well for the ‘of course.’”


Myrna laughed. Clara did know her. But then she also knew Clara.


Her friend’s brown hair stuck out from her head, as though she’d had a mild shock. She looked a little like a middle-aged Sputnik. Which would also explain her art.


Clara Morrow’s paintings were otherworldly. And yet they were also achingly, profoundly human.


She painted what appeared to be portraits, but that was only on the surface. The beautifully rendered flesh stretched, and sometimes sagged, over wounds, over celebrations. Over chasms of loss and rushes of joy. She painted peace and despair. All in one portrait.


With brush and canvas and oils, Clara both captured and freed her subject.


She also managed to get paint all over herself. On her cheeks, in her hair, under her nails. She was herself a work in progress.


“I’ll show you later,” said Myrna as Gabri arrived back at their table.


“Better be dirty, after that buildup,” said Clara.


“Dirty?” said Gabri. “Spill.”


“Myrna thinks the adults should do their snowshoe race naked.”


“Naked?” asked Gabri, looking at Myrna. “Not that I’m a prude, but the children …”


“Oh for God’s sake,” said Myrna. “I didn’t say that at all. Clara’s making it up.”


“Of course, if we held it at night, after the kids were asleep,” said Gabri. “Put torches around the village green, it could work. We’d certainly set some speed records.”


Myrna glared at Clara. Gabri, the president of the Carnaval d’hiver, was taking it seriously.


“Or maybe, instead of naked, because—” Gabri looked around at the bistro crowd, imagining them without clothing. “Maybe they have to wear bathing suits.”


Clara frowned, not in disapproval but in surprise. It actually wasn’t a bad idea. Especially given that most of the conversation in the bistro through the long, long, dark, dark Québec winter was about escaping to the sun. Lying on some beach, roasting.


“We can call it Running Away to the Caribbean,” she said.


Myrna let out a sigh.


Across the bistro an elderly woman saw this and thought the dismissive look had been directed at her.


Ruth Zardo glared back.


Myrna caught this and thought of the unfairness of nature, that the old poet should be wizened without being wise.


Though there was wisdom there, if you could get beyond the haze of scotch.


Ruth returned to her lunch of booze and potato chips. Her notebook, on the table, contained neither rhymes nor reason but held, between the worn pages, the lump in the throat.


She looked out the window, then wrote:




Sharp as thin ice


the clear cries of children pierce the sky …





Rosa, on the sofa beside Ruth, muttered, “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Or it might have been, “Duck, duck, duck.” Though it seemed silly that a duck would actually say “duck.” And those who knew Rosa felt that “fuck” was much more likely.


Rosa leaned her long neck over and delicately took a potato chip out of the bowl while Ruth watched the children tobogganing down from the chapel to the village green. She scribbled:




Or in the snow-lapped country church,


kneeling at last to pray


for what we could not have.





Lunch arrived. Clara and Myrna had both ordered the halibut, with mustard seeds, curry leaves, and grilled tomato. And for Gabri, his partner, Olivier, had made grouse with roasted figs and cauliflower puree.


“I’m going to invite the Prime Minister,” said Gabri. “He could open the carnaval.”


He invited Justin Trudeau every year. And never heard back.


“And maybe he could take part in the race?” asked Clara.


Gabri’s eyes widened.


Justin Trudeau. Racing around the village green. In a Speedo. From there the conversation went south.


Myrna’s heart wasn’t in it, and neither was her mind, though she had paused for a moment on the Trudeau image before her thoughts went back to the letter folded in her pocket.


What would happen if she didn’t show up?


The sun was turning the snow outside pink and blue. Shrieks of children could be heard, giddy with that intoxicating mix of fun and fear as their toboggans plunged down the hill.


It looked so idyllic.


But.


But if, by chance or fate, you got caught too far from home as clouds rolled in, as a flurry blew into a blizzard, then all bets were off.


A Québec winter, so cheerful and peaceful, could turn on you. Could kill. And each winter did. Men, women, children alive in the autumn did not see the blizzard coming and never saw the spring.


In the countryside, winter was a gorgeous, glorious, luminous killer.


Québécois with gray in their hair and lines in their faces got there by being wise enough and sensible enough and prudent enough to get back home. And watch the blizzard from beside a cheery hearth, with a hot chocolate, or a glass of wine, and a good book.


While there were few things more terrifying than being outside in a blizzard, there were few things more comforting than being inside.


As with so much in life, it was, Myrna knew, a matter of inches between safe and sorry.


While Gabri and Clara debated the merits of all-inclusives versus other resorts versus cruises, Myrna thought about the letter and decided to leave it up to fate.


If it was snowing, she’d stay home. If it was clear, she’d go.


And now, as she sat in the off-kilter kitchen, with the off-kilter table, and the off-kilter notary, and the wacky young builder, Myrna looked out at the worsening snow and thought—


Fucking fate. Tricked again.


“Myrna’s right,” said Armand, laying a large hand on the will. “We need to decide if we even want to do it.” He turned to the other two. “What do you think?”


“Can we read the thing first?” said Benedict, patting the will. “Then decide?”


“No,” said the notary.


Myrna got up. “I think we should talk about it. In private.”


Armand walked around the table and bent down beside Benedict, who was still sitting there, and whispered, “You’re welcome to join us.”


“Oh great, yes. Good idea.”




CHAPTER 5
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As Gamache passed from the kitchen into the dining room, he paused to look at the doorframe and the marks.


Bending closer, he noted faint names beside the lines.


Anthony, aged three, four, five, and so on up the doorjamb.


Caroline, at three, four, five…


And then there was Hugo, three, four, five, and so on. But his lines were denser. Like the rings of some old oak that wasn’t growing very fast. Or very tall.


Hugo lagged far behind where his brother and sister were at the same age. But, uniquely, beside his name, at each faint line, there was a sticker. A horse. A dog. A teddy bear. So that while little Hugo might not stand tall, he did stand out.


Armand looked back into the kitchen, stripped bare. Then into the empty dining room, its wallpaper stained with moisture.


What happened here? he wondered.


What happened in Madame Baumgartner’s life that she had to choose strangers to enact her will? Where were Anthony and Caroline and Hugo?


“Roof leaking,” said Benedict, splaying his large hand on a stain on the dining-room wall. “It’s getting between the walls. Rotting. A shame. Look at these floors.”


They did. Old pine. Warping.


Benedict walked around, inspecting the room, staring up at the ceiling.


He’d unzipped his winter coat to reveal a sweater that was alternately fuzzy and tight-knit, and one section looked like it was made of steel wool.


Myrna could not believe it was comfortable, but she could believe it was made by his girlfriend.


He must love her, she thought. A lot. And she him. Everything she created was for him. The fact it was awful didn’t take away from the thought. Unless, of course, she did it on purpose. To not only make him look foolish but to cause him actual pain, as the steel-wool sweater scratched and rubbed the young flesh beneath.


She either loved Benedict a lot or despised him. A lot.


And he either didn’t see it or was drawn to pain, to abuse, as some people were.


“So,” said Myrna. “Do you want to be a liquidator?”


“What’s involved?” asked Benedict. “What do we have to do?”


“If the will’s simple, not much,” said Armand. “Just make sure the taxes and bills are paid and any bequests get to the right people. Then wrap up the estate. The notary helps with that. Liquidators are generally family members and friends. People who’re trusted.”


They looked at each other. They were none of those things to Bertha Baumgartner. And yet here they were.


Armand glanced around for a photograph left behind on the damp walls or fallen to the floor. Something that might tell them who this Bertha Baumgartner was. But there was nothing. Just the smudged lines on the door. And the horsey, doggy, teddy bear.


“That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Benedict.


“That’s if it’s simple,” said Armand. “If it isn’t, it could take a lot of time. A long time.”


“Like days?” asked Benedict. When there was no answer, he added, “Weeks? Months?”


“Years,” said Armand. “Some wills take years, especially if there’re any arguments between the heirs.”


“And there often are,” said Myrna. She turned full circle. “Greed does that. But it looks like they’ve already stripped the place. And I can’t imagine there’s much left to divide.”


Beside her, Armand made a noise like a rumble.


She looked at him and nodded. “I know. It might not seem like much to us, but to people who have little, a little more can seem a fortune.”


He remained silent.


That wasn’t exactly what he was thinking. A will, an estate, could become about more than money, property, possessions. Who was left the most could be interpreted as who was loved the most. There were different sorts of greed. Of need.


And wills were sometimes used as a final affront, the last insult delivered by a ghost.


“Do we get paid?” asked Benedict.


“Maybe a little. It’s normally done as a favor,” said Armand.


Benedict nodded. “So how do we know if this’s simple?”


“We can’t know until we read the will,” said Myrna.


“But we can’t read the will until we decide,” Benedict pointed out.


“Catch-22,” said Gamache, to the young man’s blank face. “I think we have to assume the worst and decide if we still want to do it.”


“And if we don’t?” asked Myrna. “What happens?”


“The courts will appoint other liquidators.”


“But she wanted us,” said Benedict. “I wonder why. She must’ve had a reason.” He stopped, deep in thought. They could almost hear the wheels grinding. Finally he shook his head. “Nope. Can’t think what it would be. You two know each other, don’t you?”


“We’re neighbors,” said Myrna. “Live in the same village about twenty minutes away.”


“I live in Montréal with my girlfriend. I’ve never even been out this way. Maybe she meant another Benedict Pouliot.”


“You live on rue Taillon in Montréal?” asked Armand, and when the young man nodded, he went on. “She meant you.”


Benedict focused on Armand, as though really seeing him for the first time. He brought his hand up to his own temple, placing a finger there. “That looks nasty. What happened? An accident?”


Armand raised his hand and brushed it along the furrow of the scar. “Non. I was hurt once.”


More than once, Myrna thought, but didn’t say it.


“It was a while ago,” Armand assured the young man. “I’m fine now.”


“Must’ve really hurt.”


“It did. But I think it hurt others more.”


He obviously has no idea who Armand is, thought Myrna. And saw that Armand had no intention of telling him.


“Either way, we should decide,” she said, walking over to the window. “Snow’s getting heavier.”


“You’re right,” said Armand. “We need to get going soon. So are we in or out?”


“You?” Myrna asked him.


He already had his answer. Had it from the moment the notary explained why they were there.


“I have no idea why Madame Baumgartner chose us, but she did. I don’t see any reason to refuse. I’m in. Besides”—he smiled at Myrna—“I’m curious.”


“You are that,” she said, then looked at Benedict. “You?”


“Years, you say?” he asked.


“Worst case,” said Gamache. “Oui.”


“So it could take years and we don’t get paid,” Benedict recapped. “Oh, what the hell. I’m in. How bad can it be?”


Myrna regarded the handsome young man with the grievous haircut and the steel-wool sweater. If he could put up with that, she thought, he could put up with irritating strangers fighting over a pittance.


“You?” Armand asked Myrna.


“Oh, I was always in,” she said, smiling. And then there was a shudder and the rattle of windows as wind rocked the house. It gave a creak, then a sharp crack.


Myrna felt panic rise up. And spike. They weren’t safe in the house. But neither were they safe outside.


And they still had the drive home to Three Pines.


“We need to leave.”


Walking rapidly back into the kitchen, she looked out the window. She could barely see her car, now buried under blowing and drifting and eddying snow.


“We’re in,” she said to Lucien. “And we’re leaving.”


“What?” said Lucien, getting up.


“We’re leaving,” said Armand. “And you should too. Where’s your office?”


“Sherbrooke.”


It was an hour’s drive away, at least.


They hadn’t taken off their coats or boots, and now they grabbed their mitts and hats and made for the back door.


“Wait,” said Lucien, sitting down again. “We have to read the will. Madame Baumgartner stipulated that it be done here.”


“Madame Baumgartner’s dead,” said Myrna. “And I plan on living through the day.”


She rammed a tuque onto her head and followed Benedict out of the house.


“Now, monsieur,” said Armand. “We’re leaving. And that means you.”


Benedict and Myrna were wading through the snow, already knee-deep in places, toward her car. The young man had yanked a shovel from the snowbank and was starting to dig her car out.


Lucien leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.


“Up,” said Armand, and when the notary didn’t move, he grabbed Lucien by the arm and pulled him to his feet.


“Put your things on,” he ordered, and after a moment’s shocked pause, Lucien did.


Armand checked his iPhone. There was no signal. The storm had knocked everything out.


He looked out at the blizzard, then around at the creaking, cracking, crooked home.


They had to leave.


He thrust the paperwork back into the briefcase, which he handed to the notary. “Come on.”


When Gamache opened the door, the snow whacked him in the face, taking his breath away. He closed his eyes and winced against the pellets that all but blinded him.


The sound was deafening.


Howling, hitting, furious movement. It burst in on them and over them. The world unraveling. And them in the middle of it.


As the snow plastered itself against Gamache’s face, he turned his head away and saw Benedict furiously shoveling, working to free Myrna’s car from the snowdrifts that had formed around it. No sooner had the young man dug out one section than the wind picked up the snow and filled it back in.


The only thing not white in the landscape was Benedict’s tuque, its long red-striped tail looking like lashes of blood on the snow.


Myrna was using her hands to scoop snow off the windshield.


Benedict’s own truck, parked in the open, was already covered, and the notary’s car had disappeared completely.


By the time he reached the others, Armand could feel snow down his boots, and down his collar, and up his sleeves, and under his tuque.


Myrna was trying to yank her car door open, but the snow, blown against it, was trapping it shut.


“It’s too deep,” Armand called into Myrna’s ear. “Leave it.” Then he trudged to the back of the car and grabbed Benedict’s arm, stopping the shovel. “Even if we could dig everyone out, the roads are too bad. We need to stay together. Your truck’s probably the best bet.”


Benedict looked over at it, then back at Armand.


“What is it?” shouted Armand, sensing there was an “it.”


“I don’t have snow tires.”


“You don’t—” But he stopped himself. When the house was burning, it was not the best time to lay blame. “Okay.” He turned to Myrna and Lucien. “My car is slightly protected by Myrna’s. Hers is acting as a windbreak. We can probably get mine out.”


“But I need to get back to Sherbrooke,” said Lucien, waving behind him to his vehicle, which was now just another white lump in the yard.
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When I started writing about Three Pines, and creating the characters that would populate my Armand Gamache novels, I often turned to the world around me here in the Eastern Townships of Québec. It quickly became clear to me that the setting was also a character. Three Pines came alive, not just because of the villagers but because of the places where Armand, Clara, Olivier, Gabri, Ruth, and foulmouthed Rosa and company could be found. I wish I could say I invented those places, but the truth is, they were inspired by where I live. By where I shop. Two of them, La Rumeur Affamée in the village of Sutton and Brome Lake Books in Knowlton, became the inspiration for specific shops in Three Pines—Sarah’s Boulangerie and Myrna’s New and Used Bookstore. One provides food for the body, the other for the mind. Both vital. Just as we love introducing friends to each other, so I want to introduce you to these places that mean so much to me. I asked their owners to tell us about them, and this is what they wrote. I hope this visit to the boulangerie and the bookshop gives you a glimpse into the world that has inspired the Gamache books.



–LOUISE PENNY, NOVEMBER 2018
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LA RUMEUR AFFAMÉE





“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.”



—from The Cruelest Month, chapter one






Nestled in the picturesque Eastern Townships of Québec lies the enchanting hamlet of Sutton and its acclaimed ski hill, “Mont Sutton.” La Rumeur Affamée General Store is located in the center of the village and is the meeting place for local residents, including Louise, and tourists alike.



Entering La Rumeur Affamée is a sensory experience. After taking in the eye-appealing décor, our well-trained professional team members welcome you with friendly “Bonjours” and smiles from behind the bread and cheese counters, but the truly exceptional greeting is from the enticing smell of freshly baked breads, croissants, brownies, and our signature Tarte au Sirop d’érable (maple syrup pie).



You are immediately drawn to the original handcrafted, all-wood counters and display cases, well-used hardwood floors, and high ceilings from the 1860s that instantly make you feel like you have entered an era of times gone by.



Sutton was settled by Loyalists following the American Revolution. The Town Hall was built in 1859, and in 1861, George Henry Boright, a settler from New Hampshire, built the brick building that housed his general store, post office, and stage coach depot which La Rumeur has now occupied since 1999. It is truly the heart of the community.



In the early days, the main economy of Sutton was driven by farming, and in 1960, the Mont Sutton ski resort opened and the village has since become reliant on tourism. The town has become a popular year-round destination for its vineyards, art galleries, mountain biking, road biking, hiking, and, of course, skiing, snowboarding, and cross-country skiing.



Sutton is populated by the highest proportion of artists in Canada, hosting annual festivals such as Le Tour des Arts, the International Sculpture Symposium, and many art galleries. Sutton has historically been an English enclave in a predominantly French province. The ratio now sits at approximately 40 percent English to 60 percent French.



La Rumeur Affamée roughly translates to “The Famished Rumor.” Kelly Shanahan, co-owner of La Rumeur Affamée, certainly knows how to quash that rumor by providing a vast selection of irresistible baked goods, local and international cheeses, charcuteries, sausages, locally raised duck products, delectable ready-made meals, tantalizing sandwiches, aromatic coffees, extra virgin olive oils, vinegars, mouth-watering chocolates and desserts, Québec craft beer, wine, and nongluten and certified organic products.



Kelly has an impressive background as a foodie, having owned and operated L’Aperitif—a fine food shop in the neighboring town of Knowlton—managed a massive cheese department at Central Market in Dallas, Texas, and worked at David Woods Fine Foods’ signature store in Toronto, as well as having offered cooking classes and working many years in the restaurant world.



Being a former executive in the chain restaurant business, I recognized the value of supporting my wife of thirty years in her culinary endeavors in a small-town environment. A native of Québec City, I worked in the fast-paced cities of Toronto, Vancouver, Montréal, and Dallas before accepting Kelly’s challenge of a simpler life.



The Great Wall of Bread at La Rumeur awaits you with freshly baked baguettes and artisanal loaves of spelt, kamut, quinoa, flax, rye, nut, olive, and cheese. Our nongluten and nonlactose breads include quinoa, rye, raisin, and nut bread. Our chocolate orange muffins are to die for as is the selection of croissants, chocolatines, and vienoiseries.



Kelly says, “Although it’s hard to beat the mind-boggling aroma of fresh bread, our signature maple syrup pies are the hands-down winner with our regular patrons.” Fresh daily fruit pies, cookies, squares, cakes, and sucre à la crème round out the alluring selection of baked goods.



The fact that the town has a population of less than 4,000 defies the general store’s ability to maintain a massive selection of almost 200 cheeses from around the world, including over half from Québec.



“Our 1608 cheese was crafted in 2008 in the Charlevoix region to celebrate the 400th anniversary of Québec City, the oldest city in Canada. Using raw milk from Ancien Canadien cows, of which there are less than 1,000 head left in the world, this semi-firm award-winning cheese is a huge seller,” says Kelly.



Seeing the wide-eyed reaction of first-time customers as they take in the old-world charm and enticing odors of our 1860s-style general store is reward enough for the lovingly hard work we put in daily.



It is easy to see why Louise Penny drew inspiration from this jewel in the Eastern Townships for the local boulangerie in her bestselling novels. The joie de vivre is alive and well at La Rumeur and chances are you might spot L’inspecteur Gamache sampling one of our many Québec craft beers, remarking c’est si bon the next time you drop in.



–WAYNE SHANAHAN, CO-OWNER, LA RUMEUR AFFAMÉE



Sutton is located six miles north of Vermont, one hour southeast of Montréal, four hours northwest of Boston, and six hours north of New York City. La Rumeur Affamée, 15 Principal North, contact: 450-538-5516 or find us on Facebook.
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BROME LAKE BOOKS





“You feel you’re letting down a friend,” said Reine-Marie.



“Partly, but I run a bookstore,” said Myrna, looking at the row upon row of books, lining the walls and creating corridors in the open space.



—from The Nature of the Beast, chapter four
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So often, a visit to a bookshop has cheered me, and reminded me that there are good things in the world.



—Vincent van Gogh






Founded in 1998, Brome Lake Books is a little village bookstore with a lovingly curated collection of new titles and old favorites for the discerning booklover. Local authors and books on the area are featured in their own sections. Wooden shelves made by a local craftsman line the walls. Lower units in the middle of the room are fitted with casters for smooth movement along the wide plank pine floors (you do have to be prepared for those impromptu dance parties). The high tin ceiling and a large wall of Victorian windows overlook the park and the mill pond in the heart of the Loyalist village of Knowlton.



Originally a farming area, the natural beauty of the townships soon attracted wealthy families escaping the city heat who came to build lavish summer homes along the shores of Lac Brome. More recently the area has become a hub for visual artists who have set up home studios and art circuits. Wineries and local breweries have sprung up and the bookstore reflects this diverse and eclectic community. Classic story books for the grandchildren visiting for the summer, New York Times bestsellers for the young professionals, edgy crime thrillers for the brooding artists, and lots of beautiful photographic books to spark the imagination of them all.



A reading area is dedicated to Louise Penny with a little woodstove and three pine tree–shaped shelves to display Louise’s books, Three Pines café-au-lait mugs, F.I.N.E. T-shirts, and a decanter of licorice pipes. On the wall is a framed copy of the Three Pines inspirational map. A braided rug made by a friend’s mother along with two cozy armchairs and a little coffee table complete the area. Lining the top of the bookshelves are samples of Louise Penny’s books in various languages.



On most days my wife, Lucy Hoblyn, and I may be found puttering around the store. We walk in to work early with our Portuguese sheepdog, Watson, or the “big hairy carpet,” as he is often called. Watson is the official greeter at Brome Lake Books and he has many friends that stop by for a friendly wag. Our three boys, Angus, Adam, and Benjamin, have all grown up with the bookstore and have inherited a love of reading—the very best gift a parent can give.



In May of this year, Brome Lake Books moved into a building across the street and we were overwhelmed by all the generous help that we received. Thirty-five friends, neighbors, and customers turned up to carry boxes and boxes of books and heavy shelves. A local book club prepared a sumptuous picnic lunch for all of us to share. One of the happy helpers was none other than Louise Penny herself. Everyone was smiling and jovial and then someone starting singing their AB-C’s as it helped put the books in alphabetical order. It was a very Three Pines day.
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One of the great pleasures at Brome Lake Books is having the chance to meet and correspond with the many fans of Louise Penny. Whether it be Arleen from Texas, Diana from Nova Scotia, or Andrea from Australia, Louise always has the best fans. Louise inspires us to be kind, caring, and thoughtful people. Her books are more about love and community than murder, more about art, poetry, and food than crime. More about living than dying. Vive Gamache, vive Louise!



–DANNY MCAULEY, CO-OWNER, BROME LAKE BOOKS
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