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PROLOGUE
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More than a century ago the Robber Barons discovered Lac Massawippi. They came with purpose from Montreal, Boston, New York, and burrowing deep into the Canadian wilderness they built the great lodge. Though, of course, they didn’t actually dirty their own hands. What clung to them was something else entirely. No, these men hired men with names like Zoétique, Télesphore and Honoré to hack down the massive and ancient forests. At first the Québécois were resistant, having lived in the forest all their lives. They balked at destroying a thing of such beauty and a few of the more intuitive recognized the end when they saw it. But money took care of that and slowly the forest receded and the magnificent Manoir Bellechasse rose. After months of cutting and stripping and turning and drying the huge logs were finally stacked one on top of the other. It was an art, this building of log homes. But what guided the keen eyes and rough hands of these men wasn’t aesthetics but the certainty that winter’s bite would kill whoever was inside if they didn’t choose the logs wisely. A coureur de bois could contemplate the stripped trunk of a massive tree for hours, as though deciphering it. Walking round and round, sitting on a stump, filling his pipe and staring until finally this coureur de bois, this man of the woods, knew exactly where that tree would sit for the rest of its life.

It took years, but finally the great lodge was completed. The last man stood on the magnificent copper roof like a lightning rod and surveyed the forests and the lonely, haunting lake from a height he’d never achieve again. And if that man’s eyes could see far enough he’d make out something horrible approaching, like the veins of summer lightning. Marching toward not merely the lodge, but the exact place he stood, on the gleaming metal roof. Something dreadful was going to happen on that very spot.

He’d laid copper roofs before, always with the same design. But this time, when everyone else had thought it was finished, he’d climbed back up and added a ridge, a cap along the peak of the roof. He had no idea why, except that it looked good and felt right. And he’d had the copper left over. He’d use the same design again and again, in great buildings across the burgeoning territory. But this was the first.

Having hammered the final nail he slowly, carefully, deliberately descended.

Paid off, the men paddled away, their hearts as heavy as their pockets. And looking back the more intuitive among them noticed that what they’d created looked a little like a forest itself, but one turned unnaturally on its side.

For there was something unnatural about the Manoir Bellechasse from the very beginning. It was staggeringly beautiful, the stripped logs golden and glowing. It was made of wood and wattle and sat right at the water’s edge. It commanded Lac Massawippi, as the Robber Barons commanded everything. These captains of industry couldn’t seem to help it.

And once a year men with names like Andrew and Douglas and Charles would leave their rail and whiskey empires, trade their spats for chewed leather moccasins and trek by canoe to the lodge on the shore of the isolated lake. They’d grown weary of robbery and needed another distraction.

The Manoir Bellechasse was created and conceived to allow these men to do one thing. Kill.

It made a nice change.

Over the years the wilderness receded. The foxes and deer, the moose and bears, all the wild creatures hunted by the Robber Barons, crept away. The Abinaki, who often paddled the wealthy industrialists to the great lodge, had retired, repulsed. Towns and villages sprang up. Cottagers, weekenders, discovered the nearby lakes.

But the Bellechasse remained. It changed hands over the generations and slowly the stunned and stuffed heads of long dead deer and moose and even a rare cougar disappeared from the log walls and were tossed into the attic.

As the fortunes of its creators waned, so went the lodge. It sat abandoned for many years, far too big for a single family and too remote for a hotel. Just as the forest was emboldened enough to reclaim its own, someone bought the place. A road was built, curtains were hung, spiders and beetles and owls were chased from the Bellechasse and paying guests invited in. The Manoir Bellechasse became one of the finest auberges in Quebec.

But while in over a century Lac Massawippi had changed, Quebec had changed, Canada had changed, almost everything had changed, one thing hadn’t.

The Robber Barons were back. They’d come to the Manoir Bellechasse once again, to kill.


 

 

ONE
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In the height of summer the guests descended on the isolated lodge by the lake, summoned to the Manoir Bellechasse by identical vellum invitations, addressed in the familiar spider scrawl as though written in cobwebs. Thrust through mail slots, the heavy paper had thudded to the floor of impressive homes in Vancouver and Toronto, and a small brick cottage in Three Pines.

The mailman had carried it in his bag through the tiny Quebec village, taking his time. Best not to exert yourself in this heat, he told himself, pausing to remove his hat and wipe his dripping head. Union rules. But the actual reason for his lethargy wasn’t the beating and brilliant sun, but something more private. He always lingered in Three Pines. He wandered slowly by the perennial beds of roses and lilies and thrusting bold foxglove. He helped kids spot frogs at the pond on the green. He sat on warm fieldstone walls and watched the old village go about its business. It added hours to his day and made him the last courier back to the terminal. He was mocked and kidded by his fellows for being so slow and he suspected that was the reason he’d never been promoted. For two decades or more he’d taken his time. Instead of hurrying, he strolled through Three Pines talking to people as they walked their dogs, often joining them for lemonade or thé glacé outside the bistro. Or café au lait in front of the roaring fire in winter. Sometimes the villagers, knowing he was having lunch at the bistro, would come by and pick up their own mail. And chat for a moment. He brought news from other villages on his route, like a travelling minstrel in medieval times, with news of plague or war or flood, someplace else. But never here in this lovely and peaceful village. It always amused him to imagine that Three Pines, nestled among the mountains and surrounded by Canadian forest, was disconnected from the outside world. It certainly felt that way. It was a relief.

And so he took his time. This day he held a bundle of envelopes in his sweaty hand, hoping he wasn’t marring the perfect, quite lovely thick paper of the top letter. Then the handwriting caught his eye and his pace slowed still further. After decades as a mail carrier he knew he delivered more than just letters. In his years, he knew, he’d dropped bombs along his route. Great good news: children born, lotteries won, distant, wealthy aunts dead. But he was a good and sensitive man, and he knew he was also the bearer of bad news. It broke his heart to think of the pain he sometimes caused, especially in this village.

He knew what he held in his hand now was that, and more. It wasn’t, perhaps, total telepathy that informed his certainty, but also an unconscious ability to read handwriting. Not simply the words, but the thrust behind them. The simple, mundane three-line address on the envelope told him more than where to deliver the letter. The hand was old, he could tell, and infirm. Crippled not just by age, but by rage. No good would come from this thing he held. And he suddenly wanted to be rid of it.

His intention had been to wander over to the bistro and have a cold beer and a sandwich, chat with the owner Olivier and see if anyone came for their mail, for he was also just a little bit lazy. But suddenly he was energized. Astonished villagers saw a sight unique to them, the postman hurrying. He stopped and turned and walked briskly away from the bistro, toward a rusty mailbox in front of a brick cottage overlooking the village green. As he opened the mouth of the box it screamed. He couldn’t blame it. He thrust the letter in and quickly closed the shrieking door. It surprised him that the battered metal box didn’t gag a little and spew the wretched thing back. He’d come to see his letters as living things, and the boxes as kinds of pets. And he’d done something terrible to this particular box. And these people.

 

Had Armand Gamache been blindfolded he’d have known exactly where he was. It was the scent. That combination of woodsmoke, old books and honeysuckle.

“Monsieur et Madame Gamache, quel plaisir.”

Clementine Dubois waddled around the reception desk at the Manoir Bellechasse, skin like wings hanging from her outstretched arms and quivering so that she looked like a bird or a withered angel as she approached, her intentions clear. Reine-Marie Gamache met her, her own arms without hope of meeting about the substantial woman. They embraced and kissed on each cheek. When Gamache had exchanged hugs and kisses with Madame Dubois she stepped back and surveyed the couple. Before her she saw Reine-Marie, short, not plump but not trim either, hair graying and face settling into the middle years of a life fully lived. She was lovely without being actually pretty. What the French called soignée. She wore a tailored deep blue skirt to mid-calf and a crisp white shirt. Simple, elegant, classic.

The man was tall and powerfully built. In his mid-fifties and not yet going to fat, but showing evidence of a life lived with good books, wonderful food and leisurely walks. He looked like a professor, though Clementine Dubois knew he was not that. His hair was receding and where once it had been wavy and dark, now it was thinning on top and graying over the ears and down the sides where it curled a little over the collar. He was clean-shaven except for a trim moustache. He wore a navy jacket, khaki slacks and a soft blue shirt, with tie. Always immaculate, even in the gathering heat of this late June day. But what was most striking were his eyes. Deep, warm brown. He carried calm with him as other men wore cologne.

“But you look tired.”

Most innkeepers would have exclaimed, “But you look lovely.” “Mais, voyons, you never change, you two.” Or even, “You look younger than ever,” knowing how old ears never tire of hearing that.

But while the Gamaches’ ears couldn’t yet be considered old, they were tired. It had been a long year and their ears had heard more than they cared to. And, as always, the Gamaches had come to the Manoir Bellechasse to leave all that behind. While the rest of the world celebrated the New Year in January, the Gamaches celebrated at the height of summer, when they visited this blessed place, retreated from the world, and began anew.

“We are a little weary,” admitted Reine-Marie, subsiding gratefully into the comfortable wing chair at the reception desk.

“Bon, well we’ll soon take care of that.” Now, Madame Dubois gracefully swivelled back behind the desk in a practiced move and sat at her own comfortable chair. Pulling the ledger toward her she put on her glasses. “Where have we put you?”

Armand Gamache took the chair beside his wife and they exchanged glances. They knew if they looked in that same ledger they’d find their signatures, once a year, stretching back to a June day more than thirty years ago when young Armand had saved his money and brought Reine-Marie here. For one night. In the tiniest of rooms at the very back of the splendid old Manoir. Without a view of the mountains or the lake or the perennial gardens lush with fresh peonies and first-bloom roses. He’d saved for months, wanting that visit to be special. Wanting Reine-Marie to know how much he loved her, how precious she was to him.

And so they’d lain together for the first time, the sweet scent of the forest and kitchen thyme and lilac drifting almost visible through the screened window. But the loveliest scent of all was her, fresh and warm in his strong arms. He’d written a love note to her that night. He’d covered her softly with their simple white sheet, then, sitting in the cramped rocking chair, not daring to actually rock in case he whacked the wall behind or barked his shins on the bed in front, disturbing Reine-Marie, he’d watched her breathe. Then on Manoir Bellechasse notepaper he’d written, My love knows no—

How can a man contain such—

My heart and soul have come alive—

My love for you—

All night he wrote and next morning, taped to the bathroom mirror, Reine-Marie found the note.

I love you.

Clementine Dubois had been there even then, massive and wobbly and smiling. She’d been old then and each year Gamache worried he’d call for a reservation to hear an unfamiliar crisp voice say. “Bonjour, Manoir Bellechasse. Puis-je vous aider?” Instead he’d heard, “Monsieur Gamache, what a pleasure. Are you coming to visit us again, I hope?” Like going to Grandma’s. Albeit a grander grandma’s than he’d ever known.

And while Gamache and Reine-Marie had certainly changed, marrying, having two children and now a granddaughter and another grandchild on the way, Clementine Dubois never seemed to age or diminish. And neither did her love, the Manoir. It was as though the two were one, both kind and loving, comforting and welcoming. And mysteriously and delightfully unchanging in a world that seemed to change so fast. And not always for the better.

“What’s wrong?” Reine-Marie asked, noticing the look on Madame Dubois’s face.

“I must be getting old,” she said and looked up, her violet eyes upset. Gamache smiled reassuringly. By his calculations she must be at least a hundred and twenty.

“If you have no room, don’t worry. We can come back another week,” he said. It was only a two-hour drive into the Eastern Townships of Quebec from their home in Montreal.

“Oh, I have a room, but I’d hoped to have something better. When you called for reservations I should have saved the Lake Room for you, the one you had last year. But the Manoir’s full up. One family, the Finneys, has taken the other five rooms. They’re here—”

She stopped suddenly and dropped her eyes to the ledger in an act so wary and uncharacteristic the Gamaches exchanged glances.

“They’re here . . . ?” Gamache prompted after the silence stretched on.

“Well, it doesn’t matter, plenty of time for that,” she said, looking up and smiling reassuringly. “I’m sorry about not saving the best room for you two, though.”

“Had we wanted the Lake Room, we’d have asked,” said Reine-Marie. “You know Armand, this is his one flutter with uncertainty. Wild man.”

Clementine Dubois laughed, knowing that not to be true. She knew the man in front of her lived with great uncertainty every day of his life. Which was why she deeply wanted their annual visits to the Manoir to be filled with luxury and comfort. And peace.

“We never specify the room, madame,” said Gamache, his voice deep and warm. “Do you know why?”

Madame Dubois shook her head. She’d long been curious, but never wanted to cross-examine her guests, especially this one. “Everyone else does,” she said. “In fact, this whole family asked for free upgrades. Arrived in Mercedes and BMWs and asked for upgrades.” She smiled. Not meanly, but with some bafflement that people who had so much wanted more.

“We like to leave it up to the fates,” he said. She examined his face to see if he was joking, but thought he probably wasn’t. “We’re perfectly happy with what we’re given.”

And Clementine Dubois knew the truth of it. She felt the same. Every morning she woke up, a bit surprised to see another day, and always surprised to be here, in this old lodge, by the sparkling shores of this freshwater lake, surrounded by forests and streams, gardens and guests. It was her home, and guests were like family. Though Madame Dubois knew, from bitter experience, you can’t always choose, or like, your family.

“Here it is.” She dangled an old brass key from a long keychain. “The Forest Room. It’s at the back, I’m afraid.”

Reine-Marie smiled. “We know where it is, merci.”

 

One day rolled gently into the next as the Gamaches swam in Lac Massawippi and went for leisurely walks through the fragrant woods. They read and chatted amicably with the other guests and slowly got to know them.

Up until a few days ago they’d never met the Finneys, but now they were cordial companions at the isolated lodge. Like experienced travellers on a cruise, the guests were neither too remote nor too familiar. They didn’t even know what the others did for a living, which was fine with Armand Gamache.

It was mid-afternoon and Gamache was watching a bee scramble around a particularly blowsy pink rose when a movement caught his attention. He turned in his chaise longue and watched as the son, Thomas, and his wife Sandra walked from the lodge into the startling sunshine. Sandra brought a slim hand up and placed huge black sunglasses on her face, so that she looked a little like a fly. She seemed an alien in this place, certainly not someone in her natural habitat. Gamache supposed her to be in her late fifties, early sixties, though she was clearly trying to pass for considerably less. Funny, he thought, how dyed hair, heavy make-up and young clothes actually made a person look older.

They walked on to the lawn, Sandra’s heels aerating the grass, and paused, as though expecting applause. But the only sound Gamache could hear came from the bee, whose wings were making a muffled raspberry sound in the rose.

Thomas stood on the brow of the slight hill rolling down to the lake, an admiral on the bridge. His piercing blue eyes surveyed the water, like Nelson at Trafalgar. Gamache realized that every time he saw Thomas he thought of a man preparing for battle. Thomas Finney was in his early sixties and certainly handsome. Tall and distinguished with gray hair and noble features. But in the few days they’d shared the lodge Gamache had also noted a hint of irony in the man, a quiet sense of humor. He was arrogant and entitled, but he seemed to know it and be able to laugh at himself. It was very becoming and Gamache found himself warming to him. Though on this hot day he was warming to everything, especially the old Life magazine whose ink was coming off on his sweaty hands. Looking down he saw, tattooed to his palm, [image: image]. Life Backward.

Thomas and Sandra had walked straight past his elderly parents who were lounging on the shaded porch. Gamache marvelled yet again at the ability of this family to make each other invisible. As Gamache watched over his half-moon glasses Thomas and Sandra surveyed the people dotted around the garden and along the shore of the lake. Julia Martin, the older sister and a few years younger than Thomas, was sitting alone on the dock in an Adirondack chair, reading. She wore a simple white one-piece bathing suit. In her late fifties she was slim and gleamed like a trophy as though she’d slathered herself in cooking oil. She seemed to sizzle in the sun, and with a wince Gamache could imagine her skin beginning to crackle. Every now and then Julia would lower her book and gaze across the calm lake. Thinking. Gamache knew enough about Julia Martin to know she had a great deal to think about.

On the lawn leading down to the lake were the rest of the family, the younger sister Marianna and her child, Bean. Where Thomas and Julia were slim and attractive, Marianna was short and plump and unmistakably ugly. It was as though she was the negative to their positive. Her clothes seemed to have a grudge against her and either slipped off or scrunched around awkwardly so that she was constantly rearranging herself, pulling and tugging and wriggling.

And yet the child, Bean, was extremely attractive, with long blond hair, bleached almost white in the sun, thick dark lashes and brilliant blue eyes. At that moment Marianna appeared to be doing t’ai chi, though with movements of her own making.

“Look, darling, a crane. Mommy’s a crane.”

The plump woman stood on one leg, arms reaching for the sky and neck stretched to its limits.

Ten-year-old Bean ignored Mommy and continued to read. Gamache wondered how bored the child must be.

“It’s the most difficult position,” Marianna said more loudly than necessary, almost throttling herself with one of her scarves. Gamache had noticed that Marianna’s t’ai chi and yoga and meditations and military calisthenics only happened when Thomas appeared.

Was she trying to impress her older brother, Gamache wondered, or embarrass him? Thomas took a quick glance at the pudgy, collapsing crane and steered Sandra in the other direction. They found two chairs in the shade, alone.

“You’re not spying on them, are you?” Reine-Marie asked, lowering her book to look at her husband.

“Spying is far too harsh. I’m observing.”

“Aren’t you supposed to stop that?” Then after a moment she added, “Anything interesting?”

He laughed and shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Still,” said Reine-Marie, looking around at the scattered Finneys. “Odd family that comes all this way for a reunion then ignores each other.”

“Could be worse,” he said. “They could be killing each other.”

Reine-Marie laughed. “They’d never get close enough to manage it.”

Gamache grunted his agreement and realized happily that he didn’t care. It was their problem, not his. Besides, after a few days together he’d become fond of the Finneys in a funny sort of way.

“Votre thé glacé, madame.” The young man spoke French with a delightful English Canadian accent.

“Merci, Elliot.” Reine-Marie shaded her eyes from the afternoon sun and smiled at the waiter.

“Un plaisir.” He beamed and handed a tall glass of iced tea to Reine-Marie and a perspiring glass of misty lemonade to Gamache, then went off to deliver the rest of his drinks.

“I remember when I was that young,” said Gamache wistfully.

“You might have been that young but you were never that—” She nodded toward Elliot as he walked athletically across the manicured lawn in his tailored black slacks and small white jacket snugly fitting his body.

“Oh, God, am I going to have to beat up another suitor?”

“Maybe.”

“You know I would.” He took her hand.

“I know you wouldn’t. You’d listen him to death.”

“Well, it’s a strategy. Crush him with my massive intellect.”

“I can imagine his terror.”

Gamache sipped his lemonade and suddenly puckered, tears springing to his eyes.

“Ah, and what woman could resist that?” She looked at his fluttering, watering eyes and face screwed into a wince.

“Sugar. Needs sugar,” he gasped.

“Here, I’ll ask the waiter.”

“Never mind. I’ll do it.” He coughed, gave her a mockingly stern gaze and rocked out of the deep and comfortable seat.

Taking his lemonade he wandered up the path from the fragrant gardens and onto the wide veranda, already cooler and shaded from the brunt of the afternoon sun. Bert Finney lowered his book and gazed at Gamache, then smiled and nodded politely.

“Bonjour,” he said. “Warm day.”

“But cooler here, I notice,” said Gamache, smiling at the elderly couple sitting quietly side by side. Finney was clearly older than his wife. Gamache thought she was probably in her mid-eighties while he must be nearing ninety and had that translucent quality people sometimes got, near the end.

“I’m going inside. May I get you anything?” he asked, thinking yet again that Bert Finney was both courtly and one of the least attractive people he’d ever met. Admonishing himself for being so superficial, it was all he could do not to stare. Monsieur Finney was so repulsive he was almost attractive, as though aesthetics were circular and this man had circumnavigated that rude world.

His skin was pocked and ruddy, his nose large and misshapen, red and veined as though he’d snorted, and retained, Burgundy. His teeth protruded, yellowed and confused, heading this way and that in his mouth. His eyes were small and slightly crossed. A lazy eye, thought Gamache. What used to be known as an evil eye, in darker times when men like this found themselves at best cast out of polite society and at worst tied to a stake.

Irene Finney sat next to her husband and wore a floral sundress. She was plump with soft white hair in a loose bun on her head, and while she didn’t glance up he could see her complexion was tender and white. She looked like a soft, inviting, faded pillow, propped next to a cliff face.

“We’re fine, but merci.”

Gamache had noticed that Finney, alone among his family, always tried to speak a little French to him.

Within the Manoir the temperature dropped again. It was almost cool inside, a relief from the heat of the day. It took a moment for Gamache’s eyes to adjust.

The dark maple door to the dining room was closed and Gamache knocked tentatively, then opening it he stepped into the panelled room. Places were being set for dinner, with crisp white linen, sterling silver, fine bone china and a small arrangement of fresh flowers on each table. It smelled of roses and wood, of polish and herbs, of beauty and order. Sun was streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows, which looked onto the garden. The windows were closed, to keep the heat out and the cool in. The Manoir Bellechasse wasn’t air conditioned, but the massive logs acted as natural insulation, keeping the heat in during the bitterest of Quebec winters, and the heat out on the most sizzling of summer days. This wasn’t the hottest. Low 8os, Gamache figured. But he was still grateful for the workmanship of the coureurs de bois who raised this place by hand and chose each log with such precision that nothing not invited could ever come in.

“Monsieur Gamache.” Pierre Patenaude came forward smiling and wiping his hands on a cloth. He was a few years younger than Gamache and slimmer. All that running from table to table, thought Gamache. But the maître d’ never seemed to run. He gave everyone his time, as though they were the only ones in the auberge, without seeming to ignore or miss any of the other guests. It was a particular gift of the very best maître d’s, and the Manoir Bellechasse was famous for having only the best.

“What can I do for you?”

Gamache, slightly bashfully, extended his glass. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I need some sugar.”

“Oh, dear. I was afraid of that. Seems we’ve run out. I’ve sent one of the garçons to the village to pick up some more. Désolé. But if you wait here, I think I know where the chef hides her emergency supply. Really, this is most unusual.”

What was most unusual, thought Gamache, was seeing the unflappable maître d’ flapped.

“I don’t want to put you out,” Gamache called to Patenaude’s disappearing back.

A moment later the maître d’ returned, a small bone china vessel in his hands.

“Voilà! Success. Of course I had to wrestle Chef Véronique for it.”

“I heard the screams. Merci.”

“Pour vous, monsieur, c’est un plaisir.” Patenaude picked up his rag and a silver rose bowl and continued his polishing while Gamache stirred the precious sugar into his lemonade. Both men stared in companionable silence out of the bank of windows to the garden and the gleaming lake beyond. A canoe drifted lazily by in the still afternoon.

“I checked my instruments a few minutes ago,” said the maître d’. “A storm’s on the way.”

“Vraiment?”

The day was clear and calm, but like every other guest at the gracious old lodge he’d come to believe the maître d’s daily weather reports, gleaned from his home-made weather stations dotted around the property. It was a hobby, the maître d’ had once explained, passed from father to son.

“Some fathers teach their sons to hunt or fish. Mine would bring me into the woods and teach me about the weather,” he’d explained one day while showing Gamache and Reine-Marie the barometric device and the old glass bell jar, with water up the spout. “Now I’m teaching them.” Pierre Patenuade had waved in the direction of the young staff. Gamache hoped they were paying attention.

There was no television at the Bellechasse and even the radio was patchy, so Environment Canada forecasts weren’t available. Just Patenaude and his near mythical ability to foretell the weather. Each morning when they arrived for breakfast the forecast would be tacked outside the dining room door. For a nation addicted to the weather, he gave them their fix.

Now Patenaude looked out into the calm day. Not a leaf stirred.

“Oui. Heat wave coming, then storm. Looks like a big one.”

“Merci.” Gamache raised his lemonade to the maître d’ and returned outside.

He loved summer storms, especially at the Bellechasse. Unlike Montreal, where storms seemed to suddenly break overhead, here he could see them coming. Dark clouds would collect above the mountains at the far end of the lake, then a gray curtain of rain would fall in the distance. It would seem to gather itself, take a breath, and then march like a line of infantry clearly marked on the water. The wind would pick up, catching and furiously shaking the tall trees. Then it would strike. Boom. And as it howled and blew and threw itself at them, he’d be tucked up in the Manoir with Reine-Marie, safe.

As he stepped outside the heat bumped him, not so much a wall as a whack.

“Find some sugar?” asked Reine-Marie, stretching out her hand to touch his face as he leaned down to kiss her before settling back into his chair.

“Absolument.”

She went back to reading and Gamache reached for Le Devoir, but his large hand hesitated, hovering over the newspaper headlines. Another Sovereignty Referendum Possible. A Biker Gang War. A Catastrophic Earthquake.

His hand moved to his lemonade instead. All year his mouth watered for the home-made Manoir Bellechasse lemonade. It tasted fresh and clean, sweet and tart. It tasted of sunshine and summer.

Gamache felt his shoulders sag. His guard was coming down. It felt good. He took off his floppy sun hat and wiped his brow. The humidity was rising.

Sitting in the peaceful afternoon Gamache found it hard to believe a storm was on its way. But he felt a trickle down his spine, a lone, tickling stream of perspiration. The pressure was building, he could feel it, and the parting words of the maître d’ came back to him.

“Tomorrow’s going to be a killer.”


 

 

TWO
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After a refreshing swim and gin and tonics on the dock the Gamaches showered then joined the other guests in the dining room for dinner. Candles glowed inside hurricane lamps and each table was adorned with simple bouquets of old English roses. More exuberant arrangements stood on the mantelpiece, great exclamations of peony and lilac, of baby blue delphinium and bleeding hearts, arching and aching.

The Finneys were seated together, the men in dinner jackets, the women in cool summer dresses for the warm evening. Bean wore white shorts and a crisp green shirt.

The guests watched the sun set behind the rolling hills of Lac Massawippi and enjoyed course after course, beginning with the chef’s amuse-bouche of local caribou. Reine-Marie had the escargots à l’ail, followed by seared duck breast with confit of wild ginger, mandarin and kumquat. Gamache started with fresh roquette from the garden and shaved parmesan then ordered the organic salmon with sorrel yogurt.

“And for dessert?” Pierre lifted a bottle from its bucket and poured the last of the wine into their glasses.

“What do you recommend?” Reine-Marie barely believed she was asking.

“For Madame, we have fresh mint ice cream on an éclair filled with creamy dark organic chocolate, and for Monsieur a pudding du chômeur à l’érable avec crème chantilly.”

“Oh, dear God,” whispered Reine-Marie, turning to her husband. “What was it Oscar Wilde said?”

“I can resist everything except temptation.”

They ordered dessert.

Finally, when they could eat no more, the cheese cart arrived burdened with a selection of local cheeses made by the monks in the nearby Benedictine abbey of Saint-Benoit-du-Lac. The brothers led a contemplative life, raising animals, making cheese and singing Gregorian chants of such beauty that they had, ironically for men who’d deliberately retreated from the world, become world-famous.

Enjoying the fromage bleu Armand Gamache looked across the lake in the slowly fading glow, as though a day of such beauty was reluctant to end. A single light could be seen across the lake. A cottage. Instead of being invasive, breaking the unspoiled wilderness, it was welcoming. Gamache imagined a family sitting on the dock watching for shooting stars, or in their rustic living room, playing gin rummy, or Scrabble, or cribbage, by propane lamps. Of course they’d have electricity, but it was his fantasy, and in it people in the deep woods of Quebec lived by gas lamp.

“I called Paris and spoke to Roslyn today.” Reine-Marie leaned back in her chair, hearing it creak comfortably.

“Everything all right?” Gamache searched his wife’s face, though he knew if there was a problem she’d have told him sooner.

“Never better. Two months to go. It’ll be a September baby. Her mother will be going to Paris to take care of Florence when the new one arrives, but Roslyn asked if we’d like to go as well.”

He smiled. They’d talked about it, of course. They were desperate to go, to see their granddaughter Florence, to see their son and daughter-in-law. To see the baby. Each time he thought about it Gamache trembled with delight. The very idea of his child having a child struck him as nearly unbelievable.

“They’ve chosen names,” she said casually. But Gamache knew his wife, her face, her hands, her body, her voice. And her voice had just changed.

“Tell me.” He put his cheese down and folded his large, expressive hands on the white linen tablecloth.

Reine-Marie looked at her husband. For a man so substantial he could be so calm and contained, though that only seemed to add to the impression of strength.

“If it’s a girl they think they’ll call her Geneviève Marie Gamache.”

Gamache repeated the name. Geneviève Marie Gamache. “It’s beautiful.”

Is this the name they’d write on birthday and Christmas cards? Geneviève Marie Gamache. Would she come running up the stairs to their apartment in Outremont, little feet thumping, shouting, “Grandpapa, Grandpapa?” And would he call out her name, “Geneviève!” then scoop her up in his strong arms and hold her safe and warm in that pocket of his shoulder reserved for people he loved? Would he one day take her and her sister Florence on walks through Parc Mont Royal and teach them his favorite poems?


Breathes there the man with soul so dead

Who never to himself hath said,

“This is my own, my native land!”



As his own father had taught him.

Geneviève.

“And if it’s a boy,” said Reine-Marie, “they plan to call him Honoré.”

There was a pause. Finally Gamache sighed, “Ahh,” and dropped his eyes.

“It’s a wonderful name, Armand, and a wonderful gesture.”

Gamache nodded but said nothing. He’d wondered how he’d feel if this happened. For some reason he’d suspected it would, perhaps because he knew his son. They were so alike. Tall, powerfully built, gentle. And hadn’t he himself struggled with calling Daniel “Honoré”? Right up until the baptism his name was supposed to be Honoré Daniel.

But in the end he couldn’t do that to his son. Wasn’t life difficult enough without having to walk through it with the name Honoré Gamache?

“He’d like you to call him.”

Gamache looked at his watch. Nearly ten. “I’ll call tomorrow morning.”

“And what will you say?”

Gamache held his wife’s hands, then dropped them and smiled at her. “How does coffee and liqueur in the Great Room sound?”

She searched his face. “Would you like to go for a walk? I’ll arrange for the coffees.”


“Merci, mon coeur.”

“Je t’attends.”



Breathes there the man with soul so dead, Armand Gamache whispered to himself as he walked with measured pace in the dark. The sweet aroma of night-scented stock kept him company, as did the stars and moon and the light across the lake. The family in the forest. The family of his fantasies. Father, mother, happy, thriving children.

No sorrow, no loss, no sharp rap on the door at night.

As he watched the light flickered out, and all was in darkness across the way. The family at sleep, at peace.

Honoré Gamache. Was it so wrong? Was he wrong to feel this way? And what would he say to Daniel in the morning?

He stared into space, thinking about that for a few minutes, then slowly he became aware of something in the woods. Glowing. He looked around to see if there was anyone else there, another witness. But the terrasse and the gardens were empty.

Curious, Gamache walked toward it, the grass soft beneath his feet. He glanced back and saw the bright and cheerful lights of the Manoir and the people moving about the rooms. Then he turned back to the woods.

They were dark. But they weren’t silent. Creatures moved about in there. Twigs snapped and things dropped from the trees and thumped softly to the ground. Gamache wasn’t afraid of the dark, but like most sensible Canadians he was a little afraid of the forest.

But the white thing glowed and called, and like Ulysses with the sirens, he was compelled forward.

It was sitting on the very edge of the woods. He walked up, surprised to find it was large and solid and a perfect square, like a massive sugar cube. It came up to his hip and when he reached out to touch it he withdrew his hand in surprise. It was cold, almost clammy. Reaching out again, more firmly this time, he rested his large hand on the top of the box, and smiled.

It was marble. He’d been afraid of a cube of marble, he chuckled at himself. Very humbling. Standing back, Gamache stared at it. The white stone glowed as though it had captured what little moonlight came its way. It was just a cube of marble, he told himself. Not a bear, or a cougar. Nothing to worry about, certainly nothing to spook him. But it did. It reminded him of something.

“Peter’s perpetually purple pimple popped.”

Gamache froze.

“Peter’s perpetually purple pimple popped.”

There it was again.

He turned round and saw a figure standing in the middle of the lawn. A slight haze hung about her and a bright red dot glowed near her nose.

Julia Martin was out for her secret cigarette. Gamache cleared his throat noisily and brushed his hand along a bush. Instantly the red dot fell to the ground and disappeared under an elegant foot.

“Good evening,” she called merrily, though Gamache doubted she could possibly have known who was there.

“Bonsoir, madame,” said Gamache, bowing slightly as he came up beside her. She was slender and was wearing a simple, elegant evening dress. Hair and nails and make-up were done, even in the wilderness. She wafted a slim hand in front of her face, to disperse the pungent tobacco smell.

“Bugs,” she said. “Blackflies. The only trouble with the east coast.”

“You have no blackflies out west?” he asked.

“Well, not many in Vancouver. Some deerflies on the golf courses. Drive you crazy.”

This Gamache could believe, having been tormented by deerflies himself.

“Fortunately smoke keeps the bugs away,” he said, smiling. She hesitated, then chuckled. She had an easy manner and an easy laugh. She touched his arm in a familiar gesture, though they weren’t all that familiar. But it wasn’t invasive, simply habit. As he’d watched her in the past few days he’d noticed she touched everyone. And she smiled at everything.

“You caught me, monsieur. Sneaking a cigarette. Really, quite pathetic.”

“Your family wouldn’t approve?”

“At my age I’ve long since stopped caring what others think.”

“C’est vrai? I wish I could.”

“Well, perhaps I do just a little,” she confided. “It’s a while since I’ve been with my family.” She looked toward the Manoir and he followed her gaze. Inside, her brother Thomas was leaning over and speaking to their mother while Sandra and Marianna looked on, not speaking and unaware anyone was watching them.

“When the invitation arrived I almost didn’t come. It’s an annual reunion, you know, but I’ve never been before. Vancouver’s so far away.”

She could still see the invitation sitting face up on the gleaming hardwood floor of her impressive entrance where it had fallen as though from a great height. She knew the feeling. She’d stared at the thick white paper and the familiar spider scrawl. It was a contest of wills. But she knew who’d win. Who always won.

“I don’t want to disappoint them,” Julia Martin finally said, quietly.

“I’m certain you couldn’t do that.”

She turned to him, her eyes wide. “Really?”

He’d said it to be polite. He honestly had no idea how the family felt about each other.

She saw his hesitation and laughed again. “Forgive me, monsieur. Each day I’m with my family I regress a decade. I now feel like an awkward teenager. Needy and sneaking smokes in the garden. You too?”

“Smoking in the garden? No, not for many years now. I was just exploring.”

“Be careful. We wouldn’t want to lose you.” She spoke with a hint of flirtation.

“I’m always careful, Madame Martin,” said Gamache, careful not to return the flirtation. He suspected it was second nature to her and harmless. He’d watched her for a few days and she’d used the same inflection on everyone, men and women, family and stranger, dogs, chipmunks, hummingbirds. She cooed to them all.

A movement off to the side caught his attention. He had the impression of a white blur and for an instant his heart leapt. Had the marble thing come to life? Was it lumbering toward them out of the woods? He turned and saw a figure on the terrasse recede into the shadows. Then it reappeared.

“Elliot,” called Julia Martin, “how wonderful. Have you brought my brandy and Benedictine?”

“Oui, madame.” The young waiter smiled as he handed her the liqueur off his silver salver. Then he turned to Gamache. “And for Monsieur? What may I get you?”

He looked so young, his face so open.

And yet Gamache knew the young man had been lurking at the corner of the lodge, watching them. Why?

Then he laughed at himself. Seeing things not there, hearing words unspoken. He’d come to the Manoir Bellechasse to turn that off, to relax and not look for the stain on the carpet, the knife in the bush, or the back. To stop noticing the malevolent inflections that rode into polite conversation on the backs of reasonable words. And the feelings flattened and folded and turned into something else, like emotional origami. Made to look pretty, but disguising something not at all attractive.

It was bad enough that he’d taken to watching old movies and wondering whether the elderly people in the background were still alive. And how they died. But when he started looking at people in the street and noticing the skull beneath the skin it was time for a break.

Yet here he was in this peaceful lodge examining the young waiter, Elliot, and on the verge of accusing him of spying.

“Non, merci. Madame Gamache has ordered our drinks for the Great Room.”

Elliot withdrew and Julia watched him.

“He’s an attractive young man,” said Gamache.

“You find him so?” she asked, her face invisible but her voice full of humor. After a moment she spoke again. “I was just remembering a similar job I had at about his age, but nothing as grand as this. It was a summer job in a greasy spoon on the Main, in Montreal. You know, boulevard Saint-Laurent?”

“I know it.”

“Of course you do. Forgive me. It was a real dive. Minimum wage, owner was all hands. Disgusting.”

She paused again.

“I loved it. My first job. I’d told my parents I was at the yacht club taking sailing lessons, but instead I’d get on the 24 bus and head east. Uncharted territory for Anglos in the Sixties. Very bold,” she said in a self-mocking tone. But Gamache knew the times and knew she was right.

“I still remember my first paycheck. Took it home to show my parents. Do you know what my mother said?”

Gamache shook his head then realized she couldn’t see him in the dark. “Non.”

“She looked at it then handed it back and said I must be proud of myself. And I was. But it was clear she meant something else. So I did something stupid. I asked her what she meant. I’ve since learned not to ask a question unless I’m prepared for the answer. She said I was privileged and had no need of the money, but someone else did. I’d as good as stolen it from some poor girl who actually needed the job.”

“I’m sorry,” said Gamache. “I’m sure she didn’t mean it.”

“She did, and she was right. I quit the next day, but I’d go back every now and then and look through the window at the new girl waiting tables. That made me happy.”

“Poverty can grind a person down,” said Gamache quietly. “But so can privilege.”

“I actually envied that girl,” said Julia. “Silly, I know. Romantic. I’m sure her life was dreadful. But I thought, maybe, it was at least her own.”

Julia laughed and took a sip of her B and B. “Lovely. Do you think the monks at the abbey make it?”

“The Benedictines? I don’t really know.”

She laughed. “It’s not often I hear those words.”

“Which words?”

“I don’t know. My family always knows. My husband always knew.”

For the past few days they’d exchanged polite comments about the weather, the garden, the food at the Manoir. This was the first real conversation he’d had with any of them and it was the first time she’d mentioned her husband.

“I came to the Manoir a few days early, you know. To . . .”

She didn’t seem to know what to say, but Gamache waited. He had all the time, and patience, in the world.

“I’m in the middle of a divorce. I don’t know if you knew.”

“I had heard.”

Most Canadians had heard. Julia Martin was married to David Martin, whose spectacular success and just as spectacular fall had been chronicled relentlessly in the media. He’d been one of the nation’s wealthiest men, making his fortune in insurance. The fall had started a few years ago. It had been long and excruciating, like sliding down the side of a muddy slope. It looked at each moment as though he might be able to stop the descent, but instead he’d just kept gathering mud and slime and speed. Until finally even his enemies found it hard to watch.

He’d lost everything, including, finally, his freedom.

But his wife had stood beside him. Tall, elegant, dignified. Instead of arousing envy for her obvious privilege, she’d somehow managed to endear herself to the people. They warmed to her good cheer and sensible comments. They identified with her dignity and loyalty. And finally they’d adored her for the public apology she’d made at the end, when it became clear her husband had lied to everyone, and ruined tens of thousands of life savings. And she’d pledged to pay back the money.

And now David Martin lived in a penitentiary in British Columbia and Julia Martin had moved back home. She’d make her life in Toronto, she’d told the media just before she’d disappeared. But here she was, in Quebec. In the woods.

“I came here to catch my breath, before the family reunion. I like my own space and time to myself. I’ve missed it.”

“Je comprends,” he said. And he did. “But there is something I don’t understand, madame.”

“Yes?” She sounded a little guarded, like a woman used to invasive questions.

“Peter’s perpetually purple pimple popped?” Gamache asked.

She laughed. “A game we used to play as children.”

He could see part of her face reflected in the amber light from the Manoir. The two of them stood silent, watching people move from room to room. It felt a little as though they were watching a play. The stage atmospherically lit, the different sets decorated and populated. The actors moving about.

And he looked again at his companion and couldn’t help but wonder. Why was the rest of her family there, like an ensemble on the stage? And she was outside, alone in the dark. Watching.

They’d gathered in the Great Room, with its soaring timbered ceiling and magnificent furnishings. Marianna went to the piano, but was waved away by Madame Finney.

“Poor Marianna.” Julia laughed. “Nothing ever changes. Magilla never gets to play. Thomas’s the musician in the family, like my father. He was a gifted pianist.”

Gamache shifted his gaze to the elderly man on the sofa. He couldn’t picture the gnarled hands producing lovely music, but then they probably hadn’t always been so twisted.

Thomas sat on the bench, raised his hands, and sent the strains of Bach drifting into the night air.

“He plays beautifully,” said Julia. “I’d forgotten.”

Gamache agreed. Through the windows he saw Reine-Marie take a seat and a waiter deposit two espressos and cognacs in front of her. He wanted to get back.

“There’s one more to come, you know.”

“Really?”

She’d tried to keep her tone light but Gamache thought he caught an undertow.

Reine-Marie was stirring her coffee, and had turned to look out of the window. He knew she couldn’t see him. In the light all she’d see was the room, reflected.

Here I am, his mind whispered. Over here.

She turned and looked directly at him.

It was coincidence, of course. But the part of him that didn’t worry about reason knew she’d heard him.

“My younger brother Spot is coming tomorrow. He’ll probably bring his wife, Claire.”

It was the first time he’d heard Julia Martin say anything that wasn’t nice and pleasant. The words were neutral, informative. But the tone was telling.

It was full of dread.

They walked back into the Manoir Bellechasse and as Gamache held open the screen door for Julia Martin he caught sight of the marble box in the woods. He could see just a corner of it and knew then what it reminded him of.

A grave marker.


 

 

THREE

 

[image: image]

 

 

 

Pierre Patenaude leaned against the swinging kitchen door and pushed just as a rumble of laughter came out. It stopped as soon as he appeared and he didn’t know what upset him more, the laughter or its abrupt end.

In the middle of the room stood Elliot, one hand on a slender hip, the other raised slightly, his index finger erect and frozen, a look on his face both needy and sour. It was an exceptionally accurate caricature of one of their guests.

“What’s going on?”

Pierre hated the stern disapproval in his voice. And he hated the look on their faces. Fear. Except Elliot. He looked satisfied.

The staff had never been afraid of him before, and they had no reason to be now. It was that Elliot. Since he’d arrived he’d turned the others against the maître d’. He could feel it. That shift from being at the very center of the Manoir staff, their respected leader, to suddenly feeling an outsider.

How had the young man done it?

But Pierre knew how. He’d brought out the worst in him. He’d pushed the maître d’, taunted him, broken the rules, and forced Pierre to be the disciplinarian he didn’t want to be. All the other young staff had been trainable, willing to listen and learn, grateful for the structure and leadership the maître d’ provided. He taught them to respect the guests, to be courteous and kind even when faced with rudeness. He told them their guests paid good money to be pampered, but more than that. They came to the Manoir to be looked after.

Pierre sometimes felt like an emergency room physician. People streamed through his door, casualties of city life, lugging a heavy world behind them. Broken by too many demands, too little time, too many bills, emails, meetings, calls to return, too little thanks and too much, way too much, pressure. He remembered his own father coming home from the office, drawn, worn down.

It wasn’t servile work they did at the Manoir Bellechasse, Pierre knew. It was noble and crucial. They put people back together. Though some, he knew, were more broken than others.

Not everyone was made for this work.

Elliot wasn’t.

“I was just having some fun.”

Elliot said it as though it were reasonable to stand in the middle of the crowded, busy kitchen mocking the guests, and the maître d’ was the unreasonable one. Pierre could feel his rage rising. He looked around.

The large old kitchen was the natural gathering place for the staff. Even the gardeners were there, eating cakes and drinking tea and coffee. And watching his humiliation at the hands of a nineteen-year-old. He’s young, Pierre said to himself. He’s young. But he’d said it so often it had become meaningless.

He knew he should let it go.

“You were making fun of the guests.”

“Only one. Oh, come on, she’s ridiculous. Excusez-moi, but I think he got more coffee than I did. Excusez-moi, but is this the best seat? I asked for the best seat. Excusez-moi, I don’t mean to be difficult, but I did order before they did. Where’s my celery stick?”

Titters, quickly stifled, filled the warm kitchen.

It was a good imitation. Even in his anger the maître d’ recognized Sandra’s smooth, cool whine. Always asking for a little bit more. Elliot might not be a natural waiter, but he had an uncanny ability to see people’s faults. And magnify them. And mock them. It was a gift not everyone would find attractive.

 

“Look who I found,” said Julia cheerfully as they stepped into the Great Room.

Reine-Marie smiled and rose to kiss her husband, holding out a bulbous cognac glass. The rest looked up, smiled, and returned to what they were doing. Julia stood uncertain on the threshold, then picked up a magazine and sat in a wing chair.

“Feeling better?” Reine-Marie whispered.

“Much,” he said and meant it, taking the glass warmed by her hands and following her to a sofa.

“Bridge later?” Thomas stopped playing the piano and wandered over to the Gamaches.

“Merveilleux. Bonne idée,” said Reine-Marie. They’d played bridge most nights with Thomas and his wife Sandra. It was a pleasant way to end the day.

“Find any roses?” Thomas asked Julia as he walked back to his wife. There was a rat-tat-tat of laughter from Sandra as though he’d said something witty and brilliant.

“Some Eleanor roses, you mean?” Marianna asked from the window seat beside Bean, a look of great amusement on her face. “They are your favorites, aren’t they, Julia?”

“I thought they were more along your line.” Julia smiled. Marianna smiled back and imagined one of the wooden beams falling and crushing her older sister. It wasn’t as much fun having her back as Marianna had hoped. In fact, quite the opposite.

“Time for bed, old Bean,” said Marianna and put her heavy arm round the studious child. Gamache had never known a ten-year-old so quiet. Still, the child seemed content. As they walked by he caught Bean’s bright blue eyes.

“What’re you reading?” he asked.

Bean stopped and looked at the large stranger. Though they’d been together in the Manoir for three days they hadn’t really spoken, until now.

“Nothing.”

Gamache noticed the small hands close more tightly over the hardcover book, and the loose shirt fold as the book was pressed closer to the childish body. Through the small, tanned fingers Gamache could read only one word.

Myths.

“Come on, slowpoke. Bed. Mommy needs to get drunk and can’t before you’re in bed, now you know that.”

Bean, still looking at Gamache, suddenly smiled. “May I have a martooni tonight, please,” Bean said, leaving the room.

“You know you’re not allowed until you’re twelve. It’ll be Scotch or nothing,” they heard Marianna say, then footsteps on the stairs.

“I’m not completely convinced she’s kidding,” said Madame Finney.

Gamache smiled over to her but his smile faded as he saw the stern look on her face.

 

“Why do you let him get to you, Pierre?”

Chef Véronique was putting hand-made truffles and chocolate-dipped candied fruit on small plates. Her sausage fingers instinctively placed the confections in an artistic pattern. She took a sprig of mint from the glass, shook the water from it and clipped a few leaves with her nails. Absently she chose some edible flowers from her vase and before long a few chocolates had become a lovely design on the white plate. Straightening up, she looked at the man opposite her.

They’d worked together for years. Decades, come to think of it. She found it odd to think she was over sixty and knew she looked it, though happily in the wilderness it didn’t seem to matter.

She’d rarely seen Pierre so upset by one of the young workers. She herself liked Elliot. Everyone did, as far as she could tell. Was that why the maître d’ was so upset? Was he jealous?

She watched him for a moment, his slim fingers arranging the tray.

No, she thought. It wasn’t jealousy. It was something else.

“He just doesn’t listen,” said Pierre, setting the tray aside and sitting across from her. They were alone in the kitchen now. The washing up was done, the dishes away, the surfaces scrubbed. It smelled of espresso and mint and fruit. “He came here to learn, and he won’t listen. I just don’t understand.” He uncorked the cognac and poured.

“He’s young. It’s his first time away from home. And you’ll only make it worse by pushing. Let it go.”

Pierre sipped, and nodded. It was relaxing being around Chef Véronique, though he knew she scared the crap out of the new employees. She was huge and beefy, her face like a pumpkin and her voice like a root vegetable. And she had knives. Lots of them. And cleavers and cast-iron pans.

Seeing her for the first time new employees could be excused for thinking they’d taken a wrong turn on the dirt road into the woods, and ended up at a lumber camp instead of the refined Manoir Bellechasse. Chef Véronique looked like a short-order cook in a cantine.

“He needs to know who’s in charge,” said Pierre firmly.

“He does know. He just doesn’t like it.”

The maître d’ had had a hard day, she could see. She took the largest truffle from the tray and handed it to him.

He ate it absently.

 

“Ilearned French late in life,” Mrs. Finney said, examining her son’s cards.

They’d switched to the library and to French and now the elderly woman was slowly circling the card table, peering into each hand. Occasionally she’d reach out a gnarled finger and tap a certain card. At first she’d limited her help to her son and his wife, but tonight she’d included the Gamaches in her rounds. It was a friendly game, and no one seemed to mind, certainly not Armand Gamache, who could use the help.

The room was lined with books, broken only by the huge river-stone fireplace and the wall of French doors, looking into the darkness. They were open, to catch what little breeze the hot Quebec evening had to offer, which wasn’t much. What it did offer was a constant trill of calls from the wild.

Worn oriental carpets were scattered about the old pine floor and comfortable chairs and sofas were grouped together for intimate conversations or a private read. Arrangements of fresh flowers were placed here and there. The Manoir Bellechasse managed to be both rustic and refined. Rough-hewn logs on the outside and fine crystal within.

“You live in Quebec?” Reine-Marie spoke slowly and distinctly.

“I was born in Montreal but now live in Toronto. Closer to my friends. Most left Quebec years ago, but I stayed. Back then we didn’t need French. Just enough to speak to our maids.”

Mrs. Finney’s French was good, but heavily accented.

“Mother.” Thomas reddened.

“I remember those days,” said Reine-Marie. “My mother cleaned houses.”

Mrs. Finney and Reine-Marie chatted about hard work and raising families, about the Quiet Revolution in the 1960s, when the Québécois finally became “maîtres chez nous.” Masters in their own house.

“Though my mother still cleaned the houses of the English in Westmount,” said Reine-Marie, organizing her cards. “One no trump.”

Madame Finney beetled over to look, nodding approval. “I hope her employers were kinder to her. I’m ashamed to say I had to learn that too. It was almost as hard as the subjunctive.”

“It was a remarkable time,” said Gamache. “Thrilling for most French Canadians, but I know it came at a terrible price for the English.”

“We lost our children,” said Mrs. Finney, moving round the table to peer into his hand. “They went away to find jobs in a language they could speak. You might have become masters, but we became foreigners, unwelcome in our own home. You’re right. It was terrible.”

She tapped the ten of clubs in his hand, his highest card. Her voice was without sentiment or self-pity. But with, perhaps, a bit of reproach.

“Pass,” said Gamache. He was partnered with Sandra, and Reine-Marie was playing with Thomas.

“I leave Quebec,” said Thomas, who seemed to understand French better than he spoke it, which was certainly better than the other way round. “Went far to university and settle on Toronto. Quebec hard.”

It was remarkable, thought Gamache, listening to Thomas. If you didn’t speak French you’d swear he was bilingual, so perfect was his accent. But the content lacked a certain je ne sais quoi.

“Three no trump,” said Thomas.

His mother shook her head and tsked gently.

Thomas laughed. “Ah, my mother’s tongue.” Gamache smiled. He liked the man and suspected most people would.

“Did any of your children stay here?” Reine-Marie asked Madame Finney. The Gamaches at least had Annie living in Montreal, but she missed Daniel every day, and wondered how this woman, and so many others, had done it. No wonder they weren’t always comfortable with the Québécois. If they felt they lost their children for the sake of a language. And without thanks. In fact, often just the opposite. There remained a lingering suspicion among the Québécois that the English were simply biding their time, waiting to enslave them again.

“One stayed. My other son.”

“Spot. He and his wife Claire are coming tomorrow,” said Thomas, switching to English. Gamache looked up from his hand, which held nothing of interest anyway, and stared at the man beside him.

Like his sister Julia’s earlier in the evening, Thomas’s tone had been light and breezy when speaking of the missing brother. But something was drifting about beneath.

He felt a slight stirring in the part of his brain he’d come to the Manoir to turn off.

It was Sandra’s turn to bid. Gamache stared across the table at his partner.

Pass, pass, he willed. I have nothing. We’ll be slaughtered.

He knew bridge was both a card game and an exercise in telepathy.

“Spot,” huffed Sandra. “Typical. Comes at the last minute. Does only the minimum, never more. Four no trumps.”

Reine-Marie doubled.

“Sandra,” said Thomas with a laugh barely hiding the rebuke.

“What? Everyone else comes days ago to honor your father, and he shows up at the last minute. Horrible man.”

There was silence. Sandra’s eyes darted from her hand to the plate of chocolates the maître d’ had placed on their table.

Gamache glanced at Madame Finney, but she seemed oblivious of this conversation, though he suspected she missed nothing.

His gaze shifted to Monsieur Finney, sitting on a sofa. Finney’s wild eye roamed the room and his hair stuck out at odd angles so that his head looked like a damaged sputnik, fallen too fast and too hard to earth. For a man being honored he was strangely alone. Finney’s eye came to rest on a huge original Krieghoff painting of a rustic scene hanging over the fireplace. Québécois peasants were loading a cart and at one of the cottages a robust woman was laughing and carrying a basket of food to the men.

It was a warm and inviting scene of family and village life hundreds of years earlier. And Finney seemed to prefer it to his family in the here and now.

Marianna got up and walked over to the group.

Thomas and Sandra pressed their cards to their chests. She picked up a Châtelaine magazine. “According to a survey,” she read, “most Canadians think bananas are the best fruit for chocolate fondue.”

There was silence again.

Marianna imagined her mother choking on the chocolate truffle she’d picked up.

“But that’s ridiculous,” said Sandra, also watching Madame Finney eat. “Strawberries are the best.”

“I’ve always liked pears and chocolate. Unusual, but a great combination, don’t you think?” Thomas asked Reine-Marie, who said nothing.

“So this is where you got to. No one told me.” Julia stepped lightly through the French doors from the garden. “What’re you talking about?”

For some reason she looked at Gamache.

“Pass,” he said. He didn’t really know what they were talking about any more.

“Magilla here thinks bananas are best with melted chocolate.” Thomas nodded to Marianna. This brought much hilarity and the Gamaches exchanged amused but befuddled looks.

“Don’t the monks make blueberries in chocolate?” asked Julia. “I’ll have to get some before we leave.”

For the next few minutes the game was forgotten while they debated fruit and chocolate. Eventually both Julia and Marianna retired to their corners.

“Pass,” Thomas declared, his mind back on the game.

Let it go. Gamache stared across at Sandra and sent the message. Please, pass.

“I redouble.” Sandra glared at Thomas.

What we’ve got here, thought Gamache, is a failure to communicate.

“Really, what were you thinking?” Sandra asked, her plump lips pursing as she saw the cards Gamache laid down.

“Oui, Armand.” Reine-Marie smiled. “Six no trumps with that hand? What were you thinking?”

Gamache rose and bowed slightly. “My fault entirely.” He caught his wife’s eye, his own deep brown eyes full of amusement.

Being dummy had its advantages. He stretched his legs, sipped his cognac and walked the room. It was growing hotter. Generally a Quebec evening cooled off, but not this night. He could feel the humidity closing in, and he loosened his collar and tie.

“Very bold,” said Julia, coming up beside him as he stared again at the Krieghoff. “Are you disrobing?”

“I’m afraid I’ve humiliated myself enough for one evening.” He nodded to the table where the three bridge players were engrossed.

He leaned in and sniffed the roses on the mantelpiece.

“Lovely, aren’t they? Everything here is.” She sounded wistful, as though she was missing it already. Then he remembered Spot and thought maybe for the Finneys this was their last pleasant evening.

“Paradise lost,” he murmured.

“Pardon?”

“Nothing, just a thought.”

“You were wondering whether it’s better to reign in hell than serve in heaven?” Julia asked, smiling. He laughed. Like her mother, she didn’t miss much. “Because, you know, I have the answer to that. This is the Eleanor rose,” she said with surprise, pointing to a bright pink bloom in the bouquet. “Imagine that.”

“Someone mentioned it earlier this evening,” Gamache remembered.

“Thomas.”

“That’s right. He wanted to know if you’d found one in the garden.”

“It’s our little joke. It’s named after Eleanor Roosevelt, you know.”

“I didn’t.”

“Hmm,” said Julia, contemplating the rose and nodding. “She said she’d been flattered at first until she’d read the description in the catalogue. Eleanor Roosevelt rose: no good in a bed, but fine up against a wall.”

They laughed and Gamache admired the rose and the quote, though he wondered why it was a family joke directed at Julia.

“More coffee?”

Julia startled.

Pierre stood at the door with a silver coffee pot. His question was said to the room in general, but he was looking at Julia and blushing slightly. Across the room Marianna mumbled, “Here we go.” Every time the maître d’ was in the same room as Julia he blushed. She knew the signs. She’d lived with them her whole life. Marianna was the fun girl-next-door. The one to grope and kiss in the car. But Julia was the one they all wanted to marry, even the maître d’.

Now Marianna watched her sister and felt blood rushing to her face, but for a whole different reason. She watched Pierre pour the coffee and imagined the huge, framed Krieghoff sliding off the wall and smashing Julia in the head.

“Look what you’ve done to me, partner,” moaned Sandra, as Thomas took trick after trick. Finally they pushed back from the table and Thomas joined Gamache, who was looking at the other paintings in the room.

“That’s a Brigite Normandin, isn’t it?” Thomas asked.

“It is. Fantastic. Very bold, very modern. Compliments the Molinari and the Riopelle. And yet they all work with the traditional Krieghoff.”

“You know your art,” said Thomas, slightly surprised.

“I love Quebec history,” said Gamache, nodding to the old scene.

“But that doesn’t explain the others, does it?”

“Are you testing me, monsieur?” Gamache decided to push a little.

“Perhaps,” Thomas admitted. “It’s rare to find an autodidact.”

“In captivity, anyway,” said Gamache and Thomas laughed. The painting they were staring at was muted, with lines of delicately shaded beiges.

“Feels like a desert,” said Gamache. “Desolate.”

“Ah, but that’s a misconception,” said Thomas.

“Here he goes,” said Marianna.

“Not that plant story,” said Julia, turning to Sandra. “Is he still telling that?”

“Once a day, like Old Faithful. Stand back.”

“Well, time for bed,” said Madame Finney. Her husband unfolded himself from the sofa and the elderly couple left.

“Things aren’t as they seem,” said Thomas, and Gamache looked at him, surprised. “In the desert, I mean. It looks desolate but it’s actually teeming with life. You just don’t see it. It hides, for fear of being eaten. There’s one plant in the South African desert called a stone plant. Can you guess how it survives?”

“Let’s see. By pretending to be a stone?” asked Julia. Thomas shot her an angry look, then his face fell back to its attractive, easy expression.

“You haven’t forgotten the story, I see.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything, Thomas,” Julia said, and sat down. Gamache took it all in. The Finneys rarely spoke to each other, but when they did their words seemed laden, heavy with a meaning that escaped him.

Thomas hesitated, then turned back to Gamache who was longing for his bed, though mostly longing for this story to be over.

“It pretends to be a stone,” said Thomas, his eyes boring into Gamache. The large man stared back, suddenly aware there was a significance to what was being said. Something was being communicated to him. But what?

“In order to survive it must hide. Pretend to be something it isn’t,” said Thomas.

“It’s just a plant,” said Marianna. “It doesn’t do anything on purpose.”

“It’s cunning,” said Julia. “A survival instinct.”

“It’s just a plant,” repeated Marianna. “Don’t be foolish.”

Ingenious, thought Gamache. It doesn’t dare show itself for what it really is, for fear of being killed. What had Thomas just said?

Things aren’t as they seem. He was beginning to believe it.
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“I enjoyed this evening,” said Reine-Marie, slipping into the cool, crisp sheets beside her husband.

“So did I.” He took off his half-moon reading glasses and folded his book onto the bed. It was a warm evening. Their tiny back room had only one window, onto the kitchen garden, so there wasn’t much of a through draft, but the window was thrown open and the light cotton curtains were billowing slightly. The lamps on their bedside tables provided ponds of light and the rest was in darkness. It smelled of wood from the log walls and pine from the forest, and a hint of sweetness from the herb garden below.

“Four days and it’s our anniversary,” said Reine-Marie. “July first. Imagine, thirty-five years together. Were we so young?”

“I was. And innocent.”

“Poor boy. Did I scare you?”

“Maybe just a little. But I’m over it now.”

Reine-Marie leaned back on the pillow. “Can’t say I’m looking forward to meeting the missing Finneys tomorrow.”

“Spot and Claire. Spot must be a nickname.”

“Let’s hope.”

Picking up his book he tried to focus, but his eyes were growing heavy, flickering as he strained to keep them open. He gave up the fight, realizing it wasn’t one he could win or needed to. Kissing Reine-Marie, he burrowed into his pillow and fell asleep to the chorus of creatures outside and the scent of his wife beside him.
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Pierre Patenaude stood at the door of the kitchen. It was clean and orderly, everything in its place. The glasses lined up, the silverware in its sleeves, the bone china carefully stacked with fine tissue between each plate. He’d learned that from his mother. She’d taught him that order was freedom. To live in chaos was to live in a prison. Order freed the mind for other things.

From his father he’d learned leadership. On rare days off school he’d been allowed to go to the office. He’d sat on his father’s lap, smelling cologne and tobacco, while his father made phone calls. Even as a child Pierre knew he was being groomed. Trimmed and shaped, buffed and burnished.

Would his father be disappointed in him? Being just a maître d’? But he thought not. His father had wanted only one thing for him. To be happy.

He turned out the light and walked through the empty dining room and into the garden to look once again at the marble cube.

 

Marianna unwrapped herself, veil after veil, humming. Every now and then she looked over to the single bed next to hers. Bean was either asleep or pretending to be.

“Bean?” she whispered. “Bean, kiss Mommy goodnight.”

The child was silent. Though the room itself wasn’t. Clocks filled almost every surface. Ticking clocks and digital clocks, electric clocks and wind-up ones. All set to go off at seven a.m. All moving toward that time, as they had every morning for months. There seemed to be more of them than ever.

Marianna wondered if it had gone too far. Whether she should do something. Surely it wasn’t normal for a ten-year-old to do this? What had started as one alarm clock a year ago had blossomed and spread like an invasive weed until Bean’s room at home was choked with them. The riot each morning was beyond belief. From her own bedroom she could hear her strange child clicking them all off, until the last tinny call to the day was silenced.

Surely this wasn’t normal?

But then so much about Bean wasn’t normal. To call in a psychologist now, well, it felt a bit like trying to outrun a tidal wave of odd, thought Marianna. She lifted Bean’s hand off the book and smiled as she laid it on the floor. It’d been her own favorite book as a child and she wondered which story Bean liked the most. Ulysses? Pandora? Hercules?

Leaning down to kiss Bean Marianna noticed the chandelier and its old corded electrical wire. In her mind she saw a spark leap in a brilliant arc onto the bedding, smoldering at first then bursting into flames as they slept.

She stepped back, closed her eyes, and placed the invisible wall round Bean.

There, safe.

She turned off the light and lay in bed, her body feeling sticky and flabby. The closer she got to her mother the heavier her body felt, as though her mother had her own atmosphere and gravity. Tomorrow Spot would arrive, and it would begin. And end.

She tried to get comfortable, but the night was close and the covers collapsed and stuck to her. She kicked them off. But what really stood between her and sleep wasn’t the stinking heat, the snoring child, the clinging bedclothes.

It was a banana.

Why did they always goad her? And why, at the age of forty-seven, did she still care?

She turned over, trying to find a cool place on the now damp bedding.

Banana. And she heard again their laughter. And saw their mocking looks.

Let it go, she begged herself. She closed her eyes and tried to ignore the banana and the clocks tsk, tsk, tsking in her head.

 

Julia Martin sat at the vanity and took off her single string of pearls. Simple, elegant, a gift from her father for her eighteenth birthday.

“A lady is always understated, Julia,” he’d said. “A lady never shows off. She always puts others at ease. Remember that.”

And she had. As soon as he’d said it she knew the truth of it. And all the stumbling and bumbling she’d done, all the uncertainties and solitude of her teen years, had fallen away. Ahead of her stretched a clear path. Narrow, yes, but clear. The relief she felt was absolute. She had a purpose, a direction. She knew who she was and what she had to do. Put others at ease.

As she undressed she went over the events of the day, making a list of all the people she might have hurt, all the people who might dislike her because of her words, her inflection, her manner.

And she thought of the nice French man and their conversation in the garden. He’d seen her smoking. What must he think of her? And then she’d flirted with the young waiter and accepted a drink. Drinking, smoking, flirting.

God, he must think she was shallow and weak.

She’d do better tomorrow.

She coiled the strand of pearls, like a young snake, onto its soft blue velvet bed then took off her earrings, wishing she could also remove her ears. But she knew it was too late.

The Eleanor rose. Why did they do it? After all these years, when she was trying to be nice, why bring up the rose again?

Let it go, she begged herself, it doesn’t matter. It was a joke. That’s all.

But the words had already coiled themselves inside her and wouldn’t leave.

 

Next door, in the Lake Room, Sandra stood on their balcony surrounded by the wild stars and wondered how they could get the best table for breakfast. She was tired of being served last, always having to insist and even then getting the smallest portions, she was sure of it.

And that Armand, worst bridge player she’d ever seen. Why’d she been paired with him? The staff fawned over him and his wife, probably because they were French. It wasn’t fair. They were staying in that broom closet at the back of the Manoir, the cheapest room. A shopkeeper almost certainly and his cleaning woman wife. Didn’t seem right to have to share the Manoir with them. Still, she’d been courteous. They couldn’t ask for more.

Sandra was hungry. And angry. And tired. And tomorrow Spot would arrive and it would get even worse.

From inside their splendid room, Thomas looked at his wife’s rigid back.

He’d married a beautiful woman and still, from a distance and from the back, she was lovely.

But somehow, recently, her head seemed to have expanded and the rest shrunk, so that he had the impression he was now attached to a flotation device, deflated. Orange and soft and squishy and no longer doing its job.

Swiftly, while Sandra’s back was turned, he took off the old cufflinks his father had given him on his eighteenth birthday.

“My own father gave me these, and now it’s time to pass them to you,” his father had said. Thomas had taken the cufflinks, and the weary velvet pouch they came in, and shoved them into his pocket in a cavalier move he’d hoped would wound his father. And he could tell it had.

His father never gave him anything again. Nothing.

He quickly peeled off the old jacket and shirt, thankful no one had noticed the slight wear on the cuffs. Now Sandra was coming through the door. He casually tossed the shirt and jacket onto a nearby chair.

“I didn’t appreciate your contradicting me over bridge,” she said.

“I did?”

“Of course you did. In front of your family and that couple, the shopkeeper and his cleaning woman wife.”

“It was her mother who cleaned houses,” Thomas said.

“There, you see. Can’t you just let me say something without correcting me?”

“You want to be wrong?”

It was a path worn through their marriage.

“All right, what did I say?” he finally asked.

“You know very well what you said. You said pears went best with melted chocolate.”

“That’s it? Pears?”

He made it sound stupid but Sandra knew it wasn’t. She knew it was important. Vital.

“Yes, pears. I said strawberries and you said pears.”

It was actually beginning to sound trivial to her. That wasn’t good.

“But that’s what I think,” he said.

“Come on, you can’t tell me you even have an opinion.”

All this talk of warm chocolate dripping off fresh strawberries, or even pears, was making her collagen-filled mouth water. She looked around for the tiny chocolates hotels put on pillows. Her side of the bed, his side, the pillows, the night table. She ran to the bathroom. Nothing. Staring at the sink, she wondered how many calories there were in toothpaste.

Nothing. Nothing to eat. She looked down at her cuticles, but she was saving those for an emergency. Returning to the room she looked at his frayed cuffs and wondered how they’d frayed. Surely not by repeated touch.

“You humiliated me in front of everyone,” she said, transferring her hunger to eat into a hunger to hurt. He didn’t turn round. She knew she should let it go, but it was too late. She’d chewed the insult over, torn it apart and swallowed it. The insult was part of her now.

“Why do you always do it? And over a pear? Why couldn’t you just agree with me for once?”

She’d eaten twigs and berries and goddamned grasses for two months and lost fifteen pounds for only one reason. So that his family would say how lovely and slim she looked, and then maybe Thomas would notice. Maybe he’d believe it. Maybe he’d touch her. Just touch her. Not even make love. Just touch her.

She was starved for it.

 

Irene Finney looked into the mirror and lifted her hand. She brought the soapy cloth close, then stopped.

Spot would be there tomorrow. And then they’d all be together. The four children, the four corners of her world.

Irene Finney, like many very elderly people, knew that the world was indeed flat. It had a beginning and an end. And she had come to the edge.

There was only one more thing to do. Tomorrow.

Irene Finney stared at her reflection. She brought the cloth up and scrubbed. In the next room Bert Finney gripped the bed sheets listening to his wife’s stifled sobs as she removed her face.

 

Armand Gamache awoke to young sun pouring through the still curtains, hitting their squirrelled-up bedding and his perspiring body. The sheets were kicked into a wet ball on the very end of the bed. Beside him Reine-Marie roused.

“What time is it?” she asked sleepily.

“Six thirty.”

“In the morning?” She got up on one elbow. He nodded and smiled. “And it’s already this hot?” He nodded again. “It’s going to be a killer.”

“That’s what Pierre said yesterday. Heat wave.”

“I finally figured out why they call it a wave,” said Reine-Marie, tracing a line down his wet arm. “I need a shower.”

“I have a better idea.”

Within minutes they were on the dock, kicking off their sandals and dropping their towels like nests onto the warm wooden surface. Gamache and Reine-Marie looked onto this world of two suns, two skies, of mountains and forests multiplied. The lake wasn’t glass, it was a mirror. A bird gliding across the clear sky appeared on the tranquil water as well. It was a world so perfect it broke into two. Hummingbirds buzzed in the garden and monarch butterflies bobbed from flower to flower. A couple of dragonflies clicked around the dock. Reine-Marie and Gamache were the only people in the world.

“You first,” said Reine-Marie. She loved to watch this. So did their kids when they were younger.

He smiled, bent his knees and thrust his body off the solid dock and into mid-air. He seemed to hover there for a moment, his arms outstretched as though he expected to reach the far shore. It seemed more of a launch than a dive. And then, of course, came the inevitable, since Armand Gamache couldn’t in fact fly. He hit the water with a gargantuan splash. It was cool enough to take his breath for that first instant, but by the time he popped up, he was refreshed and alert.

Reine-Marie watched as he flicked his head around to rid his phantom hair of the lake water, as he’d done the first time they’d visited. And for years after that, until there was no longer any need. But still he did it, and still she watched, and still it stopped her heart.

“Come on in,” he called, and watched as she dived, graceful, though her legs always parted and she’d never mastered the toe-point, so there was always a fin of bubbles as her feet slapped the water. He waited to see her emerge, face to the sun, hair gleaming.

“Was there a splash?” she asked, treading water as the waves headed into the shore.

“Like a knife you went in. I barely even knew you dived.”

“There, breakfast time,” said Reine-Marie ten minutes later as they hauled themselves up the ladder back onto the dock.

Gamache handed her a sun-warmed towel. “What’ll you have?”

They walked back describing for each other impossible amounts of food they’d eat. At the Manoir he stopped and took her off to the side.

“I want to show you something.”

She smiled. “I’ve already seen it.”

“Not this,” he chuckled and then stopped. They were no longer alone. There, at the side of the Manoir, someone was hunched over, digging. The movement stopped and slowly the figure turned to face them.

It was a young woman, covered in dirt.

“Oh, hello.” She seemed more startled than they. So startled she spoke in English rather than the traditional French of the Manoir.

“Hello.” Reine-Marie smiled reassuringly, speaking English back.

“Désolée,” the young woman said, smearing more dirt onto her perspiring face. It turned to mud instantly, so that she looked a little like a clay sculpture, animated. “I didn’t think anyone was up yet. It’s the best time to work. I’m one of the gardeners.”

She’d switched to French and she spoke easily with only a slight accent. A whiff of something sweet, chemical, and familiar came their way. Bug spray. Their companion was doused in it. The scents of a Quebec summer. Cut grass and bug repellent.

Gamache and Reine-Marie looked down and noticed holes in the ground. She followed their gaze.

“I’m trying to transplant all those before it gets too hot.” She waved to a few drooping plants. “For some reason all the flowers in this bed’re dying.”

“What’s that?” Reine-Marie was no longer looking at the holes.

“That’s what I wanted to show you,” said Gamache.

There, off to the side and slightly hidden by the woods, was the huge marble cube. At least now there was someone to ask.

“Not a clue,” was the gardener’s answer to his question. “A huge truck dropped it here a couple of days ago.”

“What is it?” Reine-Marie touched it.

“It’s marble,” said the gardener, joining them as they stared.

“Well here we are,” said Reine-Marie eventually, “at the Manoir Bellechasse, surrounded by woods and lakes and gardens and you and I,” she took her husband’s hand, “are staring at the one unnatural thing for miles around.”

He laughed. “What are the chances?”

They nodded to the gardener and returned to the Manoir to change for breakfast. But Gamache found it interesting that Reine-Marie had the same reaction to the marble cube he’d had the night before. Whatever it was, it was unnatural.

 

The terrasse was mottled with shade and not yet scorching hot, though by noon the stones would be like coals. Both Reine-Marie and Gamache wore their floppy sun hats.

Elliot brought their café au lait and breakfasts. Reine-Marie poured Eastern Townships maple syrup onto her wild blueberry crêpe and Gamache speared his eggs Benedict, watching the yolk mix with the hollandaise sauce. By now the terrasse was filling with Finneys.

“It doesn’t really matter,” they heard a woman’s voice behind them, “but if we could have the nice table under the maple tree that would be great.”

“I believe it’s already taken, madame,” said Pierre.

“Oh really? Well, it doesn’t matter.”

Bert Finney was already down, as was Bean. They both read the paper. He had the comics while Bean read the obituaries.

“You look worried, Bean,” the old man said, lowering the comics.

“Have you noticed that more people seem to be dying than are being born?” Bean asked, handing the section to Finney, who took it and nodded solemnly.

“That means there’s more for those of us still here.” He handed the section back.

“I don’t want more,” said Bean.

“You will.” And Finney raised the cartoons.

“Armand.” Reine-Marie laid a soft hand on his arm. She lowered her voice to a barely audible whisper. “Is Bean a boy or girl?”

Gamache, who’d been mildly wondering the same thing, looked again. The child wore what looked like drugstore glasses and had shoulder-length blond hair around a lovely tanned face.

He shook his head.

“Reminds me of Florence,” he said. “I took her up and down boulevard Laurier last time they visited and almost everyone commented on our handsome grandson.”

“Was she wearing her sun bonnet?”

“She was.”

“And did they comment on the resemblance?”

“They did, as a matter of fact.” Gamache looked at her as though she was a genius, his brown eyes wide with admiration.

“Imagine that,” she said. “But Florence is just over a year. How old would you say Bean is?”

“Hard to say. Nine, ten? Any child reading the obituaries looks older.”

“Obituaries are aging. I’ll have to remember that.”

“More jam?” Pierre replaced their near empty containers with fresh jars of home-made wild strawberry, raspberry and blueberry confitures. “Can I get you anything?” he asked.

“Well, I do have a question,” said Gamache and tilted his croissant toward the corner of the Manoir. “There’s a block of marble over there, Pierre. What’s it for?”

“Ah, you noticed.”

“Astronauts would notice.”

Pierre nodded. “Madame Dubois didn’t say anything when you checked in?”

Reine-Marie and Gamache exchanged glances and shook their heads.

“Oh well.” The maître d’ looked a little embarrassed. “I’m afraid you’ll have to ask her. It’s a surprise.”

“A nice surprise?” asked Reine-Marie.

Pierre thought about it. “We’re not really sure. But we’ll know soon.”
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After breakfast Gamache placed a call to his son in Paris and left a message with the number for the Manoir. Cell phones didn’t work this deep into the woods.

The day meandered along pleasantly, the temperature slowly and inexorably climbing until before they realized it it was very hot indeed. Workers dragged Adirondack chairs and chaises longues about the lawns and gardens, seeking shade for their baking guests.

“Spot!”

The shout cut through the humid noon hour and into Armand Gamache’s repose.

“Spot!”

“Strange,” said Reine-Marie, taking off her sunglasses to look at her husband, “it’s said with the same inflection you’d yell ‘Fire!’”

Gamache stuck his finger in his book and looked in the direction of the shout. He was curious to see what a “Spot” looked like. Did he have floppy ears? Was he actually spotted?

Thomas was calling “Spot!” and walking swiftly across the lawn toward a well-dressed tall man with gray hair. Gamache took his sunglasses off and stared more closely.

“This is the end of our peace and quiet, I imagine,” said Reine-Marie, with regret. “The odious Spot and his even more wretched wife Claire have materialized.”

Gamache put his glasses back on and squinted through them, not really believing what he was seeing.

“What is it?” Reine-Marie asked.

“You’ll never guess.”

Two tall figures were converging on the lawn of the Manoir Bellechasse. Distinguished Thomas and his younger brother Spot.

Reine-Marie looked over. “But that’s—”

“I think it is,” he said.

“So where’s—” Reine-Marie was flabbergasted.

“I don’t know. Oh, there she comes.”

A rumpled figure appeared round the corner of the Manoir, a sun hat imperfectly screwed to her flyaway hair.

“Clara?” whispered Reine-Marie to Gamache. “My God, Armand, Spot and Claire Finney are Peter and Clara Morrow. It’s like a miracle.” She was delighted. The blight that had appeared imminent and unstoppable had turned into their friends.

Now Sandra was greeting Peter and Thomas embraced Clara. She was tiny in his arms and almost disappeared and when she pulled back she was even more dishevelled.

“You look wonderful,” Sandra said, eyeing Clara and happy to see she’d put on weight around her hips and thighs. And was wearing unbecoming striped shorts with a polka-dotted top. And she calls herself an artist, thought Sandra, feeling much better.

“I feel good. And you’ve lost weight. My God, Sandra, you have to tell me how you did it. I’d love to lose ten pounds.”

“You?” exclaimed Sandra. “Never.”

The two women walked arm in arm out of the Gamaches’ hearing.

“Peter,” said Thomas.

“Thomas,” said Peter.

They nodded brusquely to each other.

“Life good?”

“Never better.”

They spoke in semaphore, all punctuation unnecessary.

“You?”

“Great.”

They’d trimmed the language to its essentials. Before long it would just be consonants. Then silence.

From the dappled shade Armand Gamache watched. He knew he should be delighted to see their old friends, and he was. But looking down he noticed the hairs on his forearms sticking up, and felt a whispered cold breath.

On this shimmering hot summer day, in this pristine and tranquil setting, things were not as they seemed.

 

Clara made for the stone wall of the terrasse, carrying a beer and a tomato sandwich which dripped seeds, unseen, onto her new cotton blouse. She tried to fade into the shade, which wasn’t difficult since Peter’s family paid little attention to her anyway. She was the daughter-in-law, the sister-in-law, nothing more. At first it had been annoying, but now she found it a great advantage.

She looked out into the perennial garden and noticed if she squinted just so she could believe herself back home in their little village of Three Pines. It wasn’t actually all that far away. Just over the mountain range. But it seemed very distant indeed just now.

Each summer morning at home she’d pour a cup of coffee then walk barefoot down to the Rivière Bella Bella behind their house, sniffing roses and phlox and lilies as she passed. Sitting on a bench in the soft sun she’d sip her coffee and stare into the gently flowing river, mesmerized by the water, glowing gold and silver in the sunshine. Then she’d go into her studio and paint until mid-afternoon. Then she and Peter would get a beer and walk the garden, or join friends at the bistro for a glass of wine. It was a quiet, uneventful life. It suited them.

But one morning a few weeks earlier she’d gone as usual to check their mailbox. And there she’d found the dreaded invitation. The rusty door had shrieked as she’d opened it, and sticking her hand inside she’d known even before she’d seen it what was there. She could feel the heavy vellum of the envelope. She’d been tempted to just throw it away, toss it in the blue recycling box so it could be turned into something useful, like toilet paper. But she hadn’t. Instead she’d stared at the spider writing, the ominous scrawl that made her skin feel as if ants were crawling all over her, until she couldn’t stand it any longer. She’d ripped it open, and inside was the invitation to the family reunion at the Manoir Bellechasse at the end of June. A month ahead of normal and just when Three Pines was taking down the Saint-Jean-Baptiste flags and preparing the annual July first Canada Day celebrations on the village green. It was the worst possible timing and she was about to try to get out of it when she remembered she was supposed to organize the children’s games this year. Clara, who got along with children by pretending they were puppies, was suddenly conflicted and decided she’d leave it up to Peter. But there was something else included in the invitation. Something else would happen while they were all there. When Peter came out of his studio that afternoon she’d handed him the envelope and watched his handsome face. This face she loved, this man she longed to protect. And could, against most things. But not his family. They attacked from within, and she couldn’t help him there. She saw his face, uncomprehending at first, and then he understood.

It was going to be bad. And yet, to her surprise, he’d picked up the phone and called his mother, and accepted the wretched invitation.

That was a few weeks ago, and now, suddenly, it was upon them.

Clara sat alone on the wall and watched as the rest of them sipped gin and tonics in the blinding sun. None wore sun hats, preferring sunstroke and skin cancer to spectacle. Peter stood talking to his mother, his hand to his brow to block out the sun, as though in a permanent salute.

Thomas looked regal and elegant while Sandra looked alert. Her eyes darted here and there, assessing portions, watching the weaving waiters, monitoring who got what when and how it compared to hers.

On the other side of the terrasse, also in the shade, Clara could just see Bert Finney. He seemed to be watching his wife, though it was hard to tell. She looked away just as his pilgrim eye caught hers.

Sipping her cool drink she grabbed a handful of thick hair, wet with perspiration, and peeled it off her neck. Then she flapped it up and down, to air out the area. Only then did she notice Peter’s mother watching, her faded pink and white face crinkled and lovely, her Wedgwood eyes thoughtful and kind. A beautiful English rose inviting you to approach, to bend closer. Too late you’d realize there was a wasp buried deep, waiting to do what wasps do best.

Less than twenty-four hours, she said to herself. We can leave after breakfast tomorrow.

A deerfly buzzed around her sweating head and Clara waved her arms so wildly she knocked the rest of her sandwich off the stone wall and into the perennial bed below. The answer to an ant’s prayers, except the ones it fell on.

“Claire hasn’t changed,” said Peter’s mother.

“Neither have you, Mother.”

Peter tried to keep his voice as civil as hers, and felt he’d achieved that perfect balance of courtesy and contempt. So subtle it was impossible to challenge, so obvious it was impossible to miss.

Across the scorching terrasse Julia felt her feet begin to burn in their thin sandals on the hot stones.

“Hello, Peter.” She closed her mind to her smoldering feet and crossed the terrasse, air-kissing her younger brother. “You’re looking good.”

“So’re you.”

Pause.

“Nice weather,” he said.

Julia searched her rapidly emptying brain for something smart to say, something witty and intelligent. Something to prove she was happy. That her life wasn’t the shambles she knew he thought it was. Silently she repeated to herself, Peter’s perpetually purple pimple popped. It helped.

“How’s David?” Peter asked.

“Oh, you know him,” said Julia lightly. “He adjusts to anything.”

“Even prison? And here you are.”

She searched his placid handsome face. Was that an insult? She’d been away from the family so long she was out of practice. She felt like a long retired parachutist suddenly tossed out of a plane.

Four days ago, when she’d arrived, she’d been hurt and exhausted. The last smile, the last empty compliment, the last courtesy wrung from her in the disaster that had been the last year, during David’s trial. Feeling betrayed, humiliated and exposed, she’d come back home to heal. To this cozy mother and the tall, handsome brothers of her magical, mystical memory. Surely they’d take care of her.

Somehow she’d forgotten why she’d left them in the first place. But now she was back and was remembering.

“Imagine,” said Thomas, “your husband stealing all that money, and you not knowing. It must have been horrible.”

“Thomas,” said his mother, shaking her head slightly. Not in rebuke for the insult to Julia but for saying it in front of the staff. Julia felt the hot stones sizzling beneath her feet. But she smiled and held her ground.

“Your father,” Mrs. Finney began, then stopped.

“Go on, Mother,” said Julia, feeling something old and familiar swish its tail deep inside her. Something decades dormant was stirring. “My father?”

“Well, you know how he felt.”

“How did he feel?”

“Really, Julia, this is an inappropriate conversation.” Her mother turned her pink face to her. It was said with the tender smile, the slight flutter of those hands. How long had it been since she’d felt her mother’s hands?

“I’m sorry,” said Julia.

“Jump, Bean, jump!”

Clara turned and watched as Peter’s youngest sister leapt across the manicured lawn, feet barely touching the ground, and behind her ran Bean, beach towel tied at the neck, laughing. But not jumping. Good ol’ Bean, thought Clara.

“Whew,” puffed Marianna stepping onto the terrasse moments later, sweat pouring off her as though she’d run through a sprinkler. She took a corner of a scarf and wiped her eyes. “Did Bean jump?” she asked the family. Only Thomas reacted, with a dismissive smirk.

Clara’s bra itched in the heat and humidity. She reached down and tugged it. Too late, she looked over. Peter’s mother was again watching, as though equipped with a special radar.

“How’s your art?”

The question took Clara by surprise. She assumed it was directed at Peter, and occupied herself by trying to pick off the tomato seeds now baked to her breasts.

“Me?” She looked up into Julia’s face. The sister she knew the least. But she’d heard the stories from Peter and was quick to put up her guard. “Oh, you know. Always a struggle.”

It was the easy answer, the one they expected. Clara the failure, who called herself an artist but never sold. Who did ridiculous works like mannequins with bouffant hair and melting trees.

“I remember hearing about your last show. Quite a statement.”

Clara sat up straighter. She knew many people managed to ask the first, polite, question. But it was the rare person who asked a second.

Perhaps Julia was sincere.

“Warrior Uteruses, wasn’t it?” asked Julia. Clara searched her face for ridicule but found none.

Clara nodded. True, by economic measurements the series couldn’t be considered a success, but emotionally it had been a triumph. She’d considered giving a Warrior Uterus to Peter’s mother as a Christmas gift, but decided that might be a step too far.

“Didn’t we tell you?” Peter walked over, smiling. Never a good sign at a family reunion. The more devious they got the more they smiled. Clara tried to catch his eye.

“Tell us what?” Sandra asked, sensing something unpleasant approaching.

“About Clara’s art.”

“I’d like another beer,” said Clara. No one paid any attention.

“What about it?” asked Thomas.

“Nothing,” said Clara. “Just lots of crap. You know me. Always experimenting.”

“She’s been approached by a gallery.”

“Peter,” Clara snapped. “I don’t think we need to talk about it.”

“But I’m sure they’d like to hear,” said Peter. He took his hand out of his slacks pocket and it turned inside out, marring his otherwise perfect appearance.

“Clara’s modest. The Galerie Fortin in Montreal wants to do a one-woman show. Denis Fortin himself came to Three Pines to see her work.”

Silence.

Clara’s nails dug into her palms. A deerfly found the tender pale skin behind her ear, and bit.

“Marvellous,” said Peter’s mother to Clara. “I’m absolutely delighted.”

Clara, surprised, turned to her mother-in-law. She could barely believe her ears. Had she been too harsh all this time? Judged Peter’s mother unfairly?

“So often they’re too thick.”

Clara’s smile faltered. Too thick?

“And not made with real mayonnaise. But Chef Véronique has outdone herself again. Have you tried the cucumber sandwiches, Claire? They’re really very good.”

“They are good,” agreed Clara with maniacal enthusiasm.

“Congratulations, Clara. What good news.” The voice was masculine, jovial and vaguely familiar. “Félicitations.”

Across the lawn a powerfully built middle-aged man in a funny hat took easy strides toward them. Beside him was a small, elegant woman wearing the same floppy sun hat.

“Reine-Marie?” Clara peered, hardly believing her eyes. “Peter, is that Reine-Marie?”

Peter was staring almost slack-jawed as the couple hurried up the steps.

“Oh, Clara, what wonderful news,” said Reine-Marie, taking her friend in her arms. Clara smelled Joy, the fragrance by Jean Patou, and felt the same way. It was like being saved from torture at the last moment. She pulled back from the embrace and stared at Reine-Marie Gamache, to make certain. Sure enough, the smiling woman was there. Clara could still feel the glares behind her, but it didn’t matter as much. Not now.

Then Armand kissed her on both cheeks and squeezed her arm affectionately. “We’re thrilled for you. And Denis Fortin.” He looked into the fieldstone faces on the terrasse. “He’s the top art dealer in Montreal, as you probably know. A real coup.”

“Really?” Peter’s mother managed to sound both dismissive and disapproving. As though Clara’s coup was unseemly. And certainly this display of emotion, of elation, was unseemly. This was a rude interruption of a private family affair. And, perhaps worst of all, unmistakable evidence that Peter socialized with the people from the broom closet. It was one thing to play bridge when stuck in a remote lodge with them. That was simply being well bred. But it was quite another thing to choose their company.

Gamache walked over to Peter and shook his hand. “Hello, old son.”

Gamache was smiling and Peter stared as though at something extraordinary.

“Armand? But how in the world did you come to be here?”

“Well, it is an inn after all.” Gamache laughed. “We’re here celebrating our anniversary.”

“Oh, thank God,” said Clara and stepped toward Reine-Marie. Peter also made to move toward them but the clearing of a small throat behind him stopped his progress.

“Perhaps we can talk later,” suggested Reine-Marie. “You need time with your charming family.” She gave Clara another quick hug. Clara was reluctant to let go, but did, and watched as the Gamaches strolled across the lawn toward the lake. She felt a trickle down her neck. Reaching up to wipe the sweat away she was surprised to see blood on her fingers.
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Finally, after a luncheon that lasted a thousand years, Clara was able to get away, and the first thing she wanted to do was go on the hunt for the Gamaches.

“I think Mother would prefer us to stay here.” Peter hovered on the stone terrasse.

“Come on.” She gave him a conspiratorial look and held out her hand. “Be daring.”

“But it’s a family reunion.” Peter longed to go with her. To take her hand and race across the perfect lawn, and find their friends. Over lunch, while the rest of the family either ate in silence or discussed the stock market, Peter and Clara had whispered urgently and excitedly about the Gamaches. “You should’ve seen your face,” said Peter, trying to keep his voice down. “You looked like Dorothy meeting the Great and Powerful Oz. All stunned and excited.”

“I think you’re spending way too much time with Olivier and Gabri,” said Clara, smiling. She’d never actually smiled at a family reunion before. It felt odd. “Besides, you looked like the Tin Man, all stunned. Can you believe the Gamaches are here? Can we sneak away and spend some time with them this afternoon?”

“I don’t see why not,” said Peter, hiding behind a warm bun. The prospect of killing a few hours with their friends instead of enduring the family was a great relief.

Clara had looked at her watch. Two p.m. Twenty-one more hours. If she went to bed at eleven and woke up at nine tomorrow morning that would leave just—she tried to work it out in her head—eleven more waking hours with Peter’s family. She could just about make it. And two hours with the Gamaches, that left just nine hours. Dear Lord, she could almost see the end coming. Then they could return to their little village of Three Pines, until another invitation arrived, next year.

Don’t think about that.

But now Peter hesitated on the terrasse, as she secretly knew he would. Even over lunch she’d known he couldn’t do it. Still, it had been fun to pretend. Like playing emotional dress-up. Pretending to be the brave one this time.

But in the end, of course, he couldn’t do it. And Clara couldn’t leave him. And so she walked slowly back inside.

“Why’d you tell your family about my solo show?” she asked Peter, and wondered if she was trying to pick a fight with him. To punish him for making them stay.

“I thought they should know. They’re always so dismissive of your work.”

“And you’re not?” She was pissed off.

“How can you say that?” He looked hurt, and she knew she’d said it to wound. She waited for him to point out that he’d supported her all these years. He’d put a roof over their heads and bought the food. But he stayed silent, which annoyed her even more.

As he turned to face her she noticed a small dot of whipped cream, like a whitehead, on his cheek. It might as well have been an airplane, so odd was it to see anything unplanned attached to her husband. He was always so splendid, so beautifully turned out. His clothes never wrinkled, the creases crisp, never a stain nor a fault. What was that thing on Star Trek? The tractor beam? No, not that. The shields. Peter went through life with his shields raised, repulsing attack by food or beverage, or people. Clara wondered whether there was a tiny Scottish voice in his head right now screaming, “Cap’n, the shields are down. I canna git them up.”

But Peter, dear Peter, was oblivious of the small, fluffy, white alien attached to his face.

She knew she should say something, or at least wipe it off, but she was fed up.

“What’s wrong?” Peter asked, looking both concerned and a little afraid. Confrontation petrified him.

“You told your family about the Fortin gallery to annoy them. Especially Thomas. It had nothing to do with me. You used my art as a weapon.”

Cap’n, she’s breakin’ up.

“How can you say that?”

But he sounded unsure, something else she rarely heard.

“Please don’t talk about my art with them again. In fact, don’t mention anything personal at all. They don’t care and it just hurts me. Probably shouldn’t, but it does. Can you do that?”

She noticed his trouser pocket was still inside out. It was one of the most disconcerting things she’d ever seen.

“I’m sorry,” he finally said. “But it wasn’t Thomas, you know. Not any more. I think I’ve grown used to him. It was Julia. Seeing her again has thrown me.”

“She seems nice enough.”

“We all do.”

“Twenty more hours,” said Clara, looking at her watch, then reaching up and rubbing the whipped cream off his face.

 

On their way up the footpath the Gamaches heard a voice calling to them, and stopped.

“There you are,” puffed Madame Dubois, holding a basket of herbs from the garden. “I left a note at the front desk. Your son called from Paris. Said he’d be out this evening, but he’ll try again.”

“Quel dommage,” said Gamache. “We’ll connect eventually. Merci. May I carry that?” He put out his hand for the basket and after a small hesitation the innkeeper handed it to him gratefully.

“It is getting hot,” she said, “and I find the humidity wearying.” She turned and started up the path at a pace that flabbergasted the Gamaches.

“Madame Dubois.” Gamache found himself chasing after a woman in her mid-120s. “We have a question.”

She stopped and waited for him.

“We were wondering about the marble cube.”

“What marble cube?”

“Pardon?” he said.

“Pardon?” said Madame Dubois.

“That big box of marble down there, on the other side of the Manoir. I saw it last night and then again this morning. Your young gardener doesn’t know what it’s for and Pierre told us to ask you.”

“Ah, oui, that marble box,” she said as if there were others. “Well, we’re very lucky. We’re . . .” and she mumbled something then headed off.

“I didn’t hear what you said.”

“Oh. All right.” She behaved as though they’d tortured her for the information. “It’s for a statue.”

“A statue? Really?” Reine-Marie asked. “Of what?”

“Of Madame Finney’s husband.”

Armand Gamache saw Bert Finney in marble in the middle of their beloved gardens at Manoir Bellechasse. Forever. His wretched face etched in stone and watching them, or God knows what, for eternity.

Their faces must have alerted Madame Dubois.

“Not this one, of course. The first one. Charles Morrow. I knew him, you know. A fine man.”

The Gamaches, who really hadn’t given it much thought, suddenly understood a great deal. How Spot Finney had become Peter Morrow. His mother had married again. She’d gone from Morrow to Finney, but no one else had. In their minds they’d been thinking of them all as Finneys, but they weren’t. They were Morrows.

That might explain, at least in part, how a reunion to celebrate Father seemed to ignore Bert Finney.

“Charles Morrow died quite a few years ago,” Clementine Dubois continued. “Heart. The family’s holding a little unveiling later this afternoon, just before the cocktail hour. The statue’s arriving in about an hour. He’ll make a wonderful addition to the garden.”

She looked at them furtively.

By the size of the marble pedestal the statue would be enormous, Gamache guessed. Taller than some of the trees, though happily the trees would grow and presumably the statue wouldn’t.

“Have you seen the sculpture?” Gamache asked, trying to make it sound casual.

“Oh, yes. Enormous thing. Naked, of course, with flowers around his head and little wings. They were fortunate to find red marble.”

Gamache’s eyes widened and brows rose. Then he caught her smile.

“You wretched woman,” he laughed, and she chuckled.

“Do you think I’d do that to you? I love this place,” Madame Dubois said, as they walked her the rest of the way back to the swinging screen door into the cool Manoir. “But it’s getting so expensive to run. We needed a new furnace this year, and the roof will soon need redoing.”

The Gamaches tilted their heads back to look at the copper roof, oxidized green over time. Even looking at it gave Gamache vertigo. He’d never make a roofer.

“I’ve spoken to an Abinaki craftsman about doing the work. You know it was the Abinaki who built the Manoir to begin with?”

“No, I didn’t,” said Gamache, who loved Quebec history. “I assumed it was done by the Robber Barons.”

“Paid for by them, but built by the natives and the Québécois. Used to be a hunting and fishing lodge. When my husband and I bought it fifty years ago it was abandoned. The attic was filled with stuffed heads. Looked like an abattoir. Disgraceful.”

“You were wise to accept the Finneys’ proposal.” He smiled. “And their money. Better to have Charles Morrow in the garden and the repairs done than lose everything.”

“Let’s hope he isn’t naked. I haven’t seen the statue.”

The Gamaches watched as she walked toward the kitchen.

“Well, at least the birds’ll have one more thing to perch on,” said Gamache.

“At least,” said Reine-Marie.

 

The Gamaches found Peter and Clara on the dock when they went down for a swim.

“Now, tell us what’s been happening in your lives, starting with Denis Fortin and your art.” Reine-Marie patted the Adirondack chair. “And don’t leave out a thing.”

Peter and Clara brought them up to date on events in their village of Three Pines, then, after some more prompting, Clara told the story of the great art dealer showing up to their modest home there, his return visit with his partners, then the excruciating wait while they decided if Clara Morrow was, at the age of forty-eight, an emerging artist. Someone they wanted to sponsor. For everyone in the art world knew that if Denis Fortin approved of you, the art world approved. And anything was possible.

Then the nearly unbelievable news that after decades of trying to get someone, anyone, to notice her work, Clara was indeed going to have a solo show at the Galerie Fortin next year.

“And how are you feeling about this?” Gamache asked quietly, having left the women and wandered to the end of the dock with Peter.

“Wonderful.”

Gamache nodded and putting his hands behind his back he looked out to the far shore, and waited. He knew Peter Morrow. Knew him to be a decent and kind man, who loved his wife more than anything in the world. But he also knew Peter’s ego was almost as large as his love. And that was enormous.

“What?” Peter laughed, after the silence had stretched beyond his breaking.

“You’re used to being the successful one,” said Gamache simply. No use pretending. “It would be natural to feel a little . . .” he searched for the right word, the kind word, “murderous.”

Peter laughed again and was surprised to hear it magnified by the far shore.

“You do know artists. I’ve had a bit of a struggle over this, as I think you know, but seeing Clara so happy, well . . .”

“I’m not sure Reine-Marie would be pleased if I became a librarian, like her,” said Gamache, looking over at his wife talking animatedly with Clara.

“I can just see both of you working at the Bibliothèque Nationale in Montreal, seething resentments between the aisles. Especially if you got promoted.”

“That wouldn’t happen. I can’t spell. Have to sing the alphabet every time I look a number up in the phone book. Drives Reine-Marie crazy. But you want murderous feelings? Hang around librarians,” confided Gamache. “All that silence. Gives them ideas.”

They laughed and as they walked back to the women they heard Reine-Marie describe the rest of their day.

“Swim, nap, swim, white wine, dinner, swim, sleep.”

Clara was impressed.

“Well, we’ve had all week to perfect it,” admitted Reine-Marie. “You have to work on these things. What’re you two doing?”

“Boating, unveiling, getting drunk, humiliating myself, apologizing, sulking, eating, sleeping,” said Clara. “I’ve had twenty years of reunions to perfect it. Though the unveiling is new.”

“It’s a statue of your father?” Gamache asked Peter.

“The pater. Better here than our garden.”

“Peter,” said Clara mildly.

“Would you want it?” asked Peter.

“No, but I didn’t really know your father. He was handsome enough, like his son.”

“I’m not at all like him,” snapped Peter in a tone so unlike him it surprised the others.

“You didn’t like your father?” Gamache asked. It seemed a safe guess.

“I liked him about as much as he liked me. Isn’t that how it normally works? You get what you give? That’s what he always said. And he gave nothing.”

There was silence then.

“After Peter’s father died his mother married again,” explained Clara. “Bert Finney.”

“A clerk in my father’s company,” said Peter, tossing pebbles into the calm lake.

He was slightly more than a clerk, Clara knew. But she also knew it wasn’t the time to fine-tune her husband.

“I’ll just be glad when this is over. Mother doesn’t want us to see the statue until the unveiling so Thomas suggested we all go boating.” He cocked his head toward a green wooden rowboat tied to the dock. It was unusually long with two sets of oar holes.

“It’s a verchère,” said Reine-Marie, amazed. She hadn’t seen one in years.

“That’s right,” said Peter. “We used to go in the seven-in-a-verchère race at the local regatta. Thomas thought it would be a good way to pass the time. A sort of homage to Father.”

“Thomas calls you Spot,” said Gamache.

“Has most of my life.” Peter held out his hands. Reine-Marie and Gamache bent over, as though preparing to kiss a ring. But instead of a ring they found dots. Spots.

“Paint,” said Reine-Marie, straightening up. “Turpentine’ll get that out.”

“Really?” asked Peter with mock astonishment, then smiled. “These are new. From this morning in the studio. But I’ve had them on my hands, my face, my clothing, my hair, all my life. When I was a kid Thomas noticed and started calling me Spot.”

“Nothing gets by Thomas, I’m guessing,” said Gamache.

“He’s the original recycler,” agreed Peter. “He collects conversations and events then uses them years later, against you. Recycle, retaliate, repulse. Nothing’s ever wasted with our Thomas.”

“So that explains Spot,” said Reine-Marie. “But what about your sister Marianna? Why is she Magilla?”

“Oh, some TV show she used to watch as a kid. Magilla Gorilla. She was fixated on it. Father used to get home from work right in the middle of the show and insist we all greet him at the door, like a big happy family. Marianna was always in the basement, watching TV. He’d have to yell at her. Every night she’d stomp up those stairs, crying.”

“So Thomas called her Magilla, after a gorilla?” Gamache was beginning to get a sense of the man. Peter nodded.

“And what did you call him?”

“Thomas. I was always the creative one in the family.”

They sat enjoying the slight breeze at the dock. Peter listened as Clara talked again about Fortin visiting her studio this past spring and seeing the portrait of their friend Ruth Zardo, the old and withered poet. Embittered and embattled and brilliant. For some reason Peter couldn’t hope to understand Clara had painted her as the Madonna. Not, of course, the dewy virgin. But an old and forgotten woman, alone and frightened and facing her final years.

It was the most beautiful work Peter had ever seen, and he’d stood in front of masterpieces. But never had he seen anything more extraordinary than in Clara’s small back studio, cramped with rejected pieces and magazines and curled and crisp orange rinds, next to his pristine, professional, disciplined space.

But while he’d once again taken a common item and gotten so close it was unrecognizable then painted it as an abstract and called it The Curtain, or Blade of Grass, or Transport, Clara had squirrelled away in her little space and captured the divine in the face of their wizened, shrivelled, vicious old neighbor. Veined old hands clutched a faded blue robe to her withered neck. Her face was full of misery and disappointment, rage and despair. Except her eyes. It wasn’t obvious. Just a hint, a suggestion.

It was there, in the tiniest dot in her eye. In the entire, huge canvas, Clara had painted a single dot, a spot. And in that spot she’d placed hope.

It was exquisite.

He was happy for her. Really.

A shriek broke into their reflections and in an instant all were on their feet turning toward the Manoir. Armand Gamache started forward just as a small figure shot out of the garden.

Bean.

The child raced screaming toward them down the lawn getting more hysterical with each panicked step, the swim towel snapping behind. And someone was chasing the child. As they came closer Gamache recognized the young gardener.

Peter and Clara, Gamache and Reine-Marie ran onto the lawn and put their arms out to stop Bean, who seemed strangely intent on avoiding them, but Peter caught the fugitive.

“Let me down,” Bean wailed and struggled in his arms, as though Peter was the threat. Wild-eyed, the child looked back at the Manoir.

The lawn was filled with people, the Morrows, the Finneys and some of the staff following the now trotting gardener.

“Who are you running from, Bean?” Gamache quickly knelt down and took the child’s trembling hands. “Look at me, now,” he said kindly but firmly, and Bean did. “Has someone hurt you?”

He knew he had until the others joined them to get an honest answer from Bean, and they were almost there. His eyes never left the frightened child.

Bean held out an arm. Welts were appearing on the tender skin.

“What have you done to my grandchild?”

It was too late. They’d arrived and Gamache looked up into the accusing face of Irene Finney. She was a formidable woman, Gamache knew. He admired, respected, trusted strong women. He’d been raised by one, and had married one. But he knew strength wasn’t hardness, and a formidable woman and a bully were two different things. Which was she?

He looked at the elderly woman now, stern, unbending, demanding an answer.

“Get away from Bean,” she commanded, but Gamache stayed kneeling, ignoring her.

“What happened?” he quietly asked the child.

“It wasn’t my fault,” he heard behind him and turned to see the young gardener standing there.

“That normally means it was,” said Mrs. Finney.

“Irene, let the girl speak. What’s your name?” Bert Finney spoke softly.

“Colleen,” said the gardener, edging away from the wild-looking old man. “It was wasps.”

“It was bees,” snuffled Bean. “I was riding round Olympus when they got me.”

“Olympus?” snapped Mrs. Finney.

“The marble block,” said Colleen. “And it was wasps, not bees. The kid doesn’t know the difference.”

Gamache knelt down and held out his large hand. Bean hesitated, and while the family argued over the difference between bees and wasps he examined the three welts. They were red and warm to the touch. Peering closer he could see the stingers stuck under the skin, with small poison sacs attached.

“Can you get some calamine lotion?” he asked a member of the staff, who sprinted back up the lawn.

Holding Bean’s arm firmly he quickly removed all the stingers and sacs, then watched for an allergic reaction, ready to scoop the child up and race for his car and the Sherbrooke Hospital. He looked over at Reine-Marie, who was obviously watching for the same thing.

Once a parent.

The arm remained angry but not lethal.

Reine-Marie took the bottle of peach-colored liquid and kissing the welts first she dabbed the lotion on, then straightened up. All around them the family was now arguing over whether calamine lotion really worked.

“The excitement’s over,” declared Mrs. Finney. Looking around she noticed the rowboat and walked toward the dock. “Now, who’ll sit where?”

After much discussion Peter and Thomas started hauling Morrows into the verchère. Peter stood in the boat and Thomas stood on the dock and between them they sat Mrs. Finney, Marianna and Julia. Bean crawled carefully into the boat without help.

“My turn,” said Sandra, putting her arm out. Thomas handed her to Peter.

Clara stepped forward and reached for Peter, who hesitated.

“Excuse me,” said Thomas, and stepped beside Clara, then into the verchère. Thomas sat and the entire boat stared at Peter, standing in front of the only seat left.

“Sit down before you tip us all,” said Mrs. Finney.

Peter sat.

Clara lowered her arms. In the reflection of the water she saw the ugliest man alive standing beside her.

“Not everyone makes the boat,” said Bert Finney as the verchère left the dock.


 

 

SEVEN

 

[image: image]

 

 

 

“I didn’t really want to go, you know,” said Clara, not looking at Reine-Marie. “But I said I would because it seemed important to Peter. This is probably better.”

“Will you join us, sir?” Gamache walked up to Bert Finney, also looking out at the lake. Finney turned and stared at Gamache. It was a disconcerting look, not only because of his forbidding face and odd eyes but because people so rarely stared that openly for that long. Gamache held the stare and finally Finney’s lips parted and his disarray of yellow teeth showed in what might have been a smile.

“No, merci. I believe I’ll stay here.” He walked to the end of the dock. “Seven mad Morrows in a verchère. What could possibly go wrong?”

Gamache took his floppy hat off and felt the full force of the sun. He couldn’t remember a hotter day. It was stifling now. There was no breeze, nothing stirred, and the sun beat down on them relentlessly, bouncing off and magnified by the lake. Perspiration had plastered his fresh shirt to his skin. He offered the hat to the old man.

Very slowly Bert Finney turned round as though he was afraid of capsizing. Then an old hand, like twigs stripped of bark, reached out and held the gaily patterned sun hat.

“It’s your sun bonnet. You need it.”

“I prefer to think of it as my helmet,” said Gamache, letting go of the hat. “And you need it more.”

Finney chuckled and held the hat, his fingers stroking it slightly. “A sun helmet. I wonder who the enemy is?”

“The sun?”

“That would be it, I suppose.” But he seemed unconvinced and nodding to Gamache he put the hat on his satellite head and turned back to the lake.

An hour later Peter joined them in the garden, his face red from sunburn, Clara was pleased to see. She’d decided to play it cool. Not show how she felt.

Gamache handed him a cold beer, ice slipping off the sides. Peter held it to his red face and rolled it on his chest.

“Have fun?” Clara asked. “Get caught up with the family?”

“It wasn’t too bad,” said Peter, sipping the drink. “We didn’t sink.”

“You think not?” said Clara and stomped away. Peter stared at Gamache then ran after her, but as he neared the Manoir he noticed a huge canvas blanket that seemed to hover in the air.

The statue had arrived. His father had arrived. Peter slowed to a stop, and stared.

“For God’s sake, you can’t even leave your family long enough to chase me,” yelled Clara from the other side of the Manoir, no longer caring that she was proving all the Morrow suspicions true. She was unstable, emotional, hysterical. Mad. But so were they.

Seven mad Morrows.

“God, Clara, I’m sorry. What can I say?” he said when he caught up with her. Clara was silent. “I’m really fucking up today. What can I do to make this better?”

“Are you kidding? I’m not your mother. You’re fifty and you want me to tell you how to make this better? You fucked it up, you figure it out.”

“I’m so sorry. My family’s nuts. I probably should’ve told you sooner.”

He smiled so boyishly it would have melted her heart had it not turned to marble. There was silence.

“That’s it?” she said. “That’s your apology?”

“I don’t know what to do,” he said. “I wish I did.”

He stood there, lost. As he always was when she was angry.

“I’m so sorry,” he repeated. “There wasn’t room in the boat.”

“When will there be?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You could have left. Joined me.”

He stared at her as though she’d told him he could have sprouted wings and flown. She could see that. For Peter it was demanding the impossible. But she also believed Peter Morrow was capable of flight.


 

 

EIGHT

 

[image: image]

 

 

 

The unveiling ceremony was short and dignified. The Morrows sat in a semicircle facing the canvas-draped statue. It was late afternoon and the trees cast long shadows. Sandra batted a bee toward Julia who passed it on to Marianna.

Gamache and Reine-Marie sat under the huge oak tree next to the lodge, watching from a respectful distance. The Morrows dabbed dry eyes and moist brows.

Clementine Dubois, who’d been standing beside the statue, handed Irene Finney a rope and mimed a tugging movement.

The Gamaches leaned forward but the Morrows leaned, almost imperceptibly, away. There was a pause. Gamache wondered whether Mrs. Finney was hesitant to pull the canvas caul off the statue. To reveal and release her first husband.

The elderly woman gave a tug. Then another. It was as though Charles Morrow was clinging to the canvas. Unwilling to be revealed.

Finally, with a yank, the canvas fell away.

There was Charles Morrow.

 

All through the dinner service the statue was the talk of the kitchen. Chef Véronique tried to calm the giddy staff and get them to focus on the orders, but it was difficult. Finally, in a quiet moment, as she stirred the reduction for the lamb and Pierre stood beside her arranging the dessert service, she spoke to him.

“What’s it look like?” she whispered, her voice deep and mellow.

“Not what you’d expect. You haven’t seen it?”

“No time. Thought I might sneak a peek later tonight. Was it very awful? The kids seem spooked.”

She glanced at the young waiters and kitchen staff, huddled in small groups, some talking excitedly, others wide-eyed and hushed as though sharing ghost stories around a campfire. And scaring each other silly, thought Pierre.

“Bon, that’s enough.” He clapped his hands. “Back to work.”

But he made sure to sound reassuring, not harsh.

“I swear it moved,” came a familiar voice from one of the groups. Pierre turned and saw Elliot, surrounded by other workers. They laughed. “No, I’m serious.”

“Elliot, that’s enough,” he said. “Statues don’t move and you know it.”

“Of course you’re right,” said Elliot. But his tone was sly and condescending, as though the maître d’ had said something slightly stupid.

“Pierre,” whispered Chef Véronique behind him.

He managed to smile. “You haven’t been smoking the napkins again, have you, young man?”

The others laughed and even Elliot smiled. Soon the maître d’s squadron of waiters was out of the swinging door, crisply delivering food and sauces, bread and wine.

“Well done,” said Chef Véronique.

“Goddamned Elliot. Sorry,” said the maître d’, shooting her an apologetic look. “But he’s deliberately scaring the others.”

She was surprised to see his hands tremble as he poured fresh sugar into a bone china bowl.

“Do we have enough now?” She nodded to the empty sugar sack in his hand.

“Plenty. Strange that we ran out. You don’t think . . .”

“What? Elliot? Why would he?”

The maître d’ shrugged. “When something strange happens you can be sure he’s behind it.”

Chef Véronique didn’t disagree. They’d seen a lot of kids come and go over the years. Had trained hundreds. But there was only one Elliot.

He cares so deeply for the kids, she thought as she watched Pierre. As though they were his own. And she wondered, not for the first time, how much he missed being a father himself. He’d have been a good one. He gave these kids training and guidance. But even more than that, he gave them a stable environment and a kind home. In the middle of nowhere, they found what they needed. Good food, a warm bed and solid ground beneath their feet. Pierre had given up having his own children in exchange for a home in the wilderness and caring for other people and other people’s children. They both had. But after almost thirty years had Pierre finally been pushed too far by one of them? Chef Véronique loved nature, and found plenty of time to study it, and she knew that sometimes something unnatural crawled out of the womb, out of the woods. She thought of Elliot, and wondered whether the charming, handsome young man was all, or perhaps more than, he appeared.

 

“What did you think of the statue?” Reine-Marie asked as they sipped their after dinner espressos and cognacs on the lawn, the night broken only by a firefly flickering here and there. The Morrows were still inside, eating in near silence, and the Gamaches had the rest of the world to themselves.

Gamache thought a moment. “I was amazed.”

“So was I,” she said, gazing over to where it stood. But the night was dark and she couldn’t see the gaunt, weary face of Charles Morrow. A handsome man, gone to stone.

The wind had picked up steadily since the unveiling. But instead of being refreshing, the breeze seemed to drag even more heat and humidity with it.

Bach wafted from the open windows of the Great Room.

Armand loosened his tie. “There. That’s better. Did you see that?”

He pointed down the lake, though he didn’t have to. In a night this dark the lightning was impossible to miss.

“Fork,” said Reine-Marie. “Pierre was right. Storm’s coming.”

Her husband was moving his lips, whispering numbers, counting the distance between light and sound. And then, in the distance, a low rumbling. It built then broke, and rumbled some more.

“Long way off still,” he said. “Might even miss us. Storms get caught in valleys sometimes.”

But he didn’t think this storm would miss them. Soon all that was calm and peaceful would be disrupted.

“Paradise lost,” he murmured.

“The mind is its own place, monsieur,” said Reine-Marie. “Can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven. This is heaven. Always will be.”

“This place? Manoir Bellechasse?”

“No.” She put her arms around him. “This place.”

 

“Please take this in to the Great Room.” Pierre handed a silver tray with coffee, a Drambuie and chocolates to a waiter. “It’s for Madame Martin.”

“Here, I’ll trade you. I’ll take that.” At the door Elliot reached for the tray. “I saw her go in the garden for a smoke. You can take mine. It’s for Mrs. Morrow.”

“The wild-haired one?” the waiter asked hopefully.

“No, the deflated one,” admitted Elliot. “Sandra Morrow.” Seeing the other waiter’s expression he lowered his voice. “Listen, I know where Mrs. Martin goes for a smoke. You’ll be wandering all over trying to find her.”

“How d’you know where she goes?” the other waiter whispered.

“I just know.”

“Come on, man. I’m not going to take that to Mrs. Morrow. She’ll make me come back for more chocolates, or different chocolates, or a bigger coffee. Screw off.”

The waiter held on to his tray and Elliot reached for it.

“What’s going on? Why’re you both still here?”

They looked up and the maître d’ was beside them. His eyes dropped to their hands, all four of them clasping the single silver tray for Julia Martin. In the background Chef Véronique stopped arranging a tray with miniature pâtisseries and watched.

“Elliot, isn’t that your tray?” The maître d’ nodded to the tray sitting on the old pine sideboard.

“What’s the big deal? We’re just trading.”

“No we’re not,” said the other waiter, yanking the tray away and spilling some coffee.

“That’s it, that’s enough. Get a fresh tray and coffee,” Pierre ordered the waiter, “and you come with me.”

He took Elliot into a far corner of the kitchen. They couldn’t escape the darting stares, but they could escape the ears.

“What’s this about? Is there something going on between you and Madame Martin?”

“No, sir.”

“Then why cause this commotion?”

“I just can’t stand Mrs. Morrow, that’s all.”

Pierre hesitated. He could understand that. He didn’t much like her either. “She’s still our guest. We can’t just serve the ones we like.” He smiled at the young man.

“Yes, sir.” But Elliot didn’t smile back.

“Bon,” said Pierre. “I’ll take that.”

He took the refreshed tray for Julia Martin from the surprised waiter and left the kitchen.

“What’d the old man want?” a waitress asked Elliot as he picked up his tray and prepared to take it to Sandra Morrow, who’d no doubt complain it was late and cold.

“He doesn’t want me to serve Julia Martin,” said Elliot. “He wants her to himself. Have you seen the way he looks at her? I think he has a crush on her,” he sang in a childish falsetto.

The two took their trays through the swinging doors. Elliot’s words had a larger audience than he realized. Chef Véronique wiped her hands on a tea towel and watched as the door clacked back and forth until it was finally still.

 

,“Home tomorrow,” said Clara to the Gamaches as they walked into the library from the terrasse. She could go to bed soon, sleep eight hours, have breakfast with her in-laws then head back to Three Pines. Really, only a couple more waking hours with these people. She looked at her watch for the umpteenth time. Only ten? How could that be? My God, could the Morrows stop time too? “When do you leave?”

“Couple of days yet,” said Reine-Marie. “We’re celebrating our wedding anniversary.”

“That’s right,” said Clara, embarrassed that she’d forgotten. “Congratulations. When?”

“It’ll be thirty-five years on July first. Canada Day.”

“Easy to remember,” said Peter, smiling appreciatively at Gamache.

“Was it love at first sight?” Clara sat beside Reine-Marie.

“For me, yes.”

“But not for you?” Peter asked Gamache.

“Oh yes. She means her family.”

“No, you had family problems too? In-laws?” asked Clara, eager to hear someone else’s misery.

“Not exactly. They were wonderful,” said Reine-Marie. “He was the problem.”

She nodded to her husband, leaning against the fireplace mantel, trying to pretend he was invisible.

“You? What happened?” asked Clara.

“Now you must remember I was young,” he warned her. “And in love. And not very worldly-wise.”

“This is going to be good,” said Peter to Clara.

“Reine-Marie invited me round after mass on a Sunday for lunch, to meet her family. There were seventy-three siblings.”

“Nine,” his wife corrected him.

“I wanted to impress them, of course, so I spent all week trying to figure out what to take her mother. Nothing too big. Didn’t want to show off. Nothing too small. Didn’t want to appear cheap. I lost sleep. Couldn’t eat. It became the most important thing in my life.”

“What did you take?” Clara asked.

“A bath mat.”

“You’re kidding,” sputtered Peter. Gamache shook his head, unable to speak. As the others broke into howls of laughter he finally found his voice.

“Well,” he wiped away his tears, “it never goes bad.”

“Or out of style, but doesn’t it lack a certain je ne sais quoi?”

“His gift giving has improved,” admitted Reine-Marie.

“Soap dishes?” asked Clara.

“Toilet plunger?” asked Peter.

“Shhh,” whispered Gamache. “That’s a surprise for our golden anniversary.”

“And surprise it will be,” said Clara, laughing. “But don’t get us started on toilets.”

“Oh, please. Don’t,” said Peter, trying to recover himself.

“Oh, no,” said Gamache, clasping Peter by the arm. “Your turn, old son.”

“OK.” Peter relented and took a swig of Drambuie. “When I first went away to school and was unpacking all my little socks and shoes and slacks, I found a note pinned to my blazer in my father’s handwriting. It said, Never use the first stall in a public washroom.”

Peter, grown up and graying, stood in the room, but what Gamache saw was a serious little boy with spots on his hands holding the note. And memorizing it, as one might memorize a passage from the Bible. Or a poem.

Breathes there the man with soul so dead?

What kind of man was Charles Morrow that he’d write that to his son? Gamache was longing to ask Peter about the statue, but hadn’t yet had the chance.

“Good advice,” said Reine-Marie and they all looked at her. “If you’re in a hurry, where do you go? To the first stall.”

She didn’t need to say more.

Peter, who’d never decoded what his father had meant but knew in his heart it must be vital, wondered.

Was it that mundane? Was it really just practical advice after all? As a child, even as a teen, and even, dare he admit it, as an adult, he’d fantasized that it was a secret code. Given only to him. Entrusted to him. By his father. A code that would lead to treasure.

Never use the first stall in a public washroom.

And he hadn’t.

Gamache was just about to ask Peter’s opinion of the statue when Thomas strolled in.

“You were talking about public washrooms?” he said.

“Toilets?” asked Marianna, breezing into the room with Sandra. “Bean’ll be sorry to be in bed. It’s the sort of conversation a ten-year-old is good at.”

“Hello.” Julia walked through the screen doors from the terrasse carrying a demi-tasse of espresso. “There’s lightning and thunder out there. I think a storm’s coming.”

“No,” said Thomas sarcastically. “Peter’s been talking about toilets, Julia.”

“Not really,” said Peter quickly.

Julia stared at him.

“Men’s or women’s?” asked Marianna, with exaggerated interest.

“Probably men’s,” said Thomas.

“That’s it, that’s enough,” Julia threw her coffee cup to the carpet, where it shattered. The action was so unexpected, so violent, everyone in the room jumped.

“Stop it,” she rasped. “I’ve had enough.”

“Calm down,” Thomas said.

“Like you? You think I don’t know?” She started to smile, or at least to show her teeth. “Thomas the success, the talented one,” she hissed at him.

“And you.” She turned to Marianna. “Magilla, the gorilla. The screw-up with the screwed-up child. Bean. Bean? What kind of a name is that? What kind of kid is that? You think you’re so smart? Well I know. I know it all.

“And you. You’re the worst.” She closed in on Peter. “Gimme, gimme, gimme. You’d destroy anything and everything to get what you want, wouldn’t you?”

“Julia.” Peter could barely breathe.

“You haven’t changed. Cruel and greedy. Empty. A coward and a hypocrite. You all came here to suck up to Mother. You hated Father. And he knew it. But I know something none of you does.” Now she was up against Peter, tilting her face up to his. He didn’t move, kept his eyes fixed on the painting above the fireplace. The Krieghoff. Lines and color he understood. His sister’s hysterics were unfathomable, terrifying.

“I know Daddy’s secret,” Julia was hissing. “I had to spend my life as far from you as I could get to figure it out, but I finally did. And now I’m back. And I know.”

She grinned malevolently and stared around the room. Her eyes finally came to rest on the Gamaches. For a moment she seemed confused, surprised to see them.

“I’m sorry,” she stammered, the spell broken, the rage gone. She looked down at the mess she’d made. “I’m sorry.” She bent to pick it up.

“No, don’t,” Reine-Marie said, stepping forward.

Julia stood up, holding a piece of the cup, a slight trickle of blood on her finger. “I’m sorry.”

Her eyes filled with tears and her chin dimpled. All her rage dissolved. Turning, she ran out of the screen door leaving behind her family, who might have had their heads mounted on the old log walls. They’d been hunted, slaughtered, and put on display.

“She’s cut her finger,” said Reine-Marie. “I’ll take her a bandage.”

“She’s not hurt badly,” said Sandra. “She’ll be fine. Leave her.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Gamache, grabbing the flashlight on the table by the door. He and Reine-Marie followed the bright spot of the flashlight as it played on the rough stones of the terrasse, then the grass. They followed the light and the sobs and found Julia sitting on the lawn, near the edge of the forest. Near the statue.

“It’s all right,” said Reine-Marie, kneeling down and putting an arm round her.

“It’s. Not. All. Right.”

“Let me see your hand.”

All fight gone, Julia raised her hand. Reine-Marie examined it. “The other one, please.” She found the small cut on Julia’s finger and dabbed at the blood with a Kleenex. “It’s stopped bleeding. You’ll be fine.”

Julia laughed, sputtering slime from her nose and mouth. “You think?”

“We all get angry, we all shout and say things we don’t mean,” said Reine-Marie.

Gamache handed Julia his handkerchief and she blew into it.

“I meant them.”

“Then things that didn’t need to be said.”

“They did.” She was stuffing her innards back, sewing herself up, putting her skin, her make-up, her party frock back on.

“They’ll never forgive me, you know.” She stood up, smoothed her dress, and wiped the tears and mucus from her face. “Morrows have long memories for things like this. It was a mistake to come back. Foolish, really.” She gave a small snort of laughter. “I think I might leave before breakfast tomorrow.”

“Don’t,” said Reine-Marie. “Talk to them. If you leave without seeing them it’ll just get worse.”

“And you think talking would help? You don’t know the Morrows. I’ve said way too much already.”

Gamache had been silent, watching and listening. And holding the torch. In the light he could just see her face, unnaturally pale, with harsh lines and shadows.

Not everything needed to be brought into the light, he knew. Not every truth needed to be told. And he knew she was right. He’d seen their faces as she’d fled. She’d said too much. He didn’t understand it, couldn’t see it, but he knew something foul had just come to light, come to life.
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Gamache woke a few hours later to a rending, ripping sound as though something huge was tearing toward them. Then a sudden crash.

Thunder. Not quite on top of them, but close.

Drenched in sweat, the sheets tangled and soaking around his feet, he got up and quietly splashed cold water across his neck and on his face, tasting salt and feeling the stubble under his fingers and momentary relief from the sullen heat.

“Can’t sleep either?”

“Just woke up,” he said, returning to bed. He turned his sodden pillow over and laid his head on the cool pillowcase. But within moments it too was hot, and damp with perspiration. Any moment now, he felt, the air must surely turn to liquid.

“Oh,” said Reine-Marie.

“What?”

“The clock just went out.” She stretched out and he heard a click, though nothing happened. “The light’s gone as well. Storm’s knocked out the electricity.”

Gamache tried to fall back to sleep, but an image kept intruding. Of Charles Morrow, alone in the garden, illuminated by the flashes of lightning. Then in darkness again.

He’d expected the statue to be imperious, commanding. But as the canvas hood had slipped from the sculpture there’d been the most astonishing sight.

The statue was a deep undulating gray, and instead of holding his head high and proud he was bowed slightly. He looked off balance, as though about to step forward. But this Charles Morrow was not full of purpose and plans. This stooped, gray man hesitated on his pedestal.

There’d been silence when the canvas had collapsed to the ground and the Morrows looked once again upon their father.

Mrs. Finney had walked up to the statue. One by one the children followed, circling it like nuts around a bolt, then Mrs. Finney turned to the others.

“I think it’s time for a drink.”

And that was that.

Once they’d gone inside Gamache and Reine-Marie had approached and looked up into that handsome face. Straight noble nose. Forehead high. Lips full and slightly pursed. Not in judgment, nor, Gamache thought, in sour reflection, but with something to say. But his eyes were the most striking. They looked ahead and what they saw had turned this man to stone.

What did Charles Morrow see? And why would the sculptor put that there? And how had the Morrows really felt? Gamache suspected that last question was the most difficult of all.

Light flashed for an instant into their bedroom. Instinctively he started counting. One one thousand, two one thousand.

Another rumble and another crash.

“Angels bowling,” said Reine-Marie. “Mother told me.”

“Better than my answer. I actually thought it might be a storm.”

“Ignorant man. What kind of storm? Deciduous or coniferous?”

“Aren’t those trees?”

“I believe you’re thinking of the cumulous tree.”

“I have an idea,” he said, getting off the damp bed.

Minutes later, in their light summer dressing gowns, they’d snuck downstairs, through the living room and onto the screen porch. Sitting in the wicker rocking chairs they watched as the storm moved toward them down the lake. Reine-Marie picked plump purple cherries from a fruit bowl and Gamache ate a juicy peach. They were ready for whatever was coming. Or so they thought.

The silence was suddenly shattered as the wind picked up, keening through the trees and sending the leaves into wild, simpering applause for what was coming. Gamache could hear the lake too. Waves crashed against the dock and the shore, whitecaps breaking as the storm marched toward them. Gamache and Reine-Marie watched as the lightning bolted and approached, spearing its way down the bay.

It was a big one. The wind hit the porch, bowing the screens inward as though grabbing for them.

The lake and mountains flashed visible for an instant. Beside him Gamache could feel Reine-Marie tense as another huge fork of lighting shot into the forest across the lake.

“One one thousand, two—”

A huge explosion of thunder drowned their counting. The storm was less than two miles off, and heading straight for them. Gamache wondered if the Manoir had a lightning rod. It must, he thought, otherwise it would have been struck and burned years ago. Another lightning bolt lanced into the forest across the bay and they heard a huge rending crack, as an old-growth tree was destroyed.

“Perhaps we should go inside,” said Reine-Marie, but just as they rose a massive gust of wind hit the screen porch and with it a wash of rain. They stumbled inside, drenched and a little shaken.

“God, you scared me,” a small, quivering voice said.

“Madame Dubois, désolée,” said Reine-Marie. Any more conversation was drowned out by another blast of lightning and thunder. But in that flash the Gamaches saw figures running across the Great Room, like specters, as though the storm had pushed the Manoir into the netherworld.

Then small spots of light began appearing in the room. Torrential rain pounded against the windows and doors could be heard banging furiously in the wind.

The spots of light began converging on them and they saw in an instant that Pierre, Elliot, Colleen the gardener and a few others had found flashlights. Within moments they’d swarmed away, closing storm shutters and locking doors and windows. There was no space for counting now between lightning and thunder. The storm was caught between the mountains, unable to escape. It hurled itself against the Manoir, over and over. Gamache and Reine-Marie helped and before long they were sealed into the log lodge.

“Do you have a lightning rod?” Gamache asked Madame Dubois.

“We do,” she said, but in the wavering light she looked uncertain.

Peter and Clara joined them and after a few minutes Thomas and Sandra appeared. The rest of the guests and staff were either sleeping through it, or too frightened to move.

For an hour or more the massive logs shuddered, the windows rattled, the copper roof pounded. But it held.

The storm moved on, to terrorize other creatures deeper in the forest. And the Gamaches returned to bed, throwing open their windows for the cool breeze the storm had left as an apology.

In the morning the power was restored, though the sun wasn’t. It was overcast and drizzly. The Gamaches rose late to the seductive aromas of Canadian back bacon, coffee, and mud. The smell of the Quebec countryside after a heavy rain. They joined the others in the dining room, nodding hellos.

After ordering café au lait and waffles with wild blueberries and maple syrup, and visiting the buffet, they settled in for a lazy, rainy day. But just as their waffles arrived they heard a faraway sound, something so unexpected it took Gamache a moment to recognize it.

It was a scream.

Rising rapidly he strode across the dining room, while the others were still looking at each other. Pierre caught up with him and Reine-Marie followed, her eyes on her husband.

Gamache stopped in the hallway.

The shriek came again.

“Upstairs,” said Pierre.

Gamache nodded and started up, taking the stairs two at a time. At the landing they listened again.

“What’s above us?”

“The attic. There’s a stairway hidden behind a bookcase. Over here.” They followed Pierre to a slight widening of the hall, where bookcases had been built in. One was swung open. Gamache peered up. There was an old staircase, dim and dusty.

“Stay here.”

“Armand?” Reine-Marie began, but stopped when he held up his hand. He ran up the stairs, disappearing round a bend.

A bare bulb swished from side to side. Dust floated in what little light it threw and cobwebs hung from the rafters. It smelled of spiders. Gamache forced himself to stop and listen. There was nothing but the thumping of his heart. He stepped forward and a floorboard creaked. Behind him came another shriek. He turned and plunged into a darkened room. Bending low, ready to leap to either side, he stared and felt a pressure in his own throat.

Hundreds of eyes were staring at him. Then he saw a head. And another. Eyes peered at him from decapitated heads. And just as his racing brain registered that, something flew at him from a corner and knocked him almost off balance.

Bean sobbed and clung, digging small fingers into Gamache’s thigh. He prised them loose and held the child tight in his arms.

“What is it? Is someone else up here? Bean, you must tell me.”

“M-m-monsters,” Bean whispered, all eyes and dread. “We have to get out. Pleeease.”

Gamache picked Bean up, but the child screamed as though scalded and writhed in his arms. He lowered Bean back to the ground and held the small hand and together they ran to the stairs and down. A crowd had gathered.

“You again. What have you done to Bean this time?” Marianna demanded, clawing at her child.

“Bean found the heads?” Madame Dubois asked. Gamache nodded. The old woman knelt down and put a wrinkled hand on the tiny heaving back.

“I’m so sorry, Bean. It was my fault. Those are just decorations. Animal heads. Someone shot them years ago and had them stuffed. I can see how they’d be scary, but they can’t hurt you.”

“Of course they can’t hurt you.” Another withered hand landed on Bean’s back and the child stiffened. “Now, no tears, Bean. Madame Dubois has explained it all. What do you say?”

“Merci, Madame Dubois,” was heard, muffled.

“No, Bean. You must apologize for trespassing. You must have known you shouldn’t go there. You’re old enough to know better.”

“Non, ce n’est pas nécessaire,” Madame Dubois protested, but it was clear no one was going anywhere until the child apologized for being frightened half to death. And eventually Bean did.

All returned to normal and within minutes the Gamaches were in their wicker rocking chairs in the screen porch. There was something deeply peaceful about a rainy summer day. Outside the rain was soft and steady and refreshing after the terrible heat and humidity. The lake was dull and small squalls could be seen marking the surface. Reine-Marie did crossword puzzles as Gamache stared out of the screen porch and listened to the rain drum steadily on the roof and drip to the grass from the trees. In the distance he heard the call of the O Canada bird, and a crow. Or was it a raven? Gamache wasn’t very good with bird calls, except loons, but everyone knew them. But this was like no bird he’d ever heard before.

He cocked his head to one side and listened more closely. Then he stood up.

It wasn’t a bird calling. It was a cry, a shriek.

“It’s just Bean again,” Sandra said, wandering into the porch.

“Just wants attention,” said Thomas, from the Great Room. Ignoring them Gamache walked into the hallway and ran into Bean.

“That wasn’t you?” asked Gamache, though he knew the answer. Bean stared.

Another scream, even more hysterical this time, reached them.

“My God, what’s that?” Pierre appeared at the door to the kitchen. He looked at Bean, then at Gamache.

“It’s coming from outside,” said Reine-Marie.

Gamache and the maître d’ hurried into the rain, not stopping for protection.

“I’ll go this way,” yelled Pierre, motioning toward the staff cabins.

“No, wait,” said Gamache. Again he held his hand up and Pierre stopped dead. This man was used to giving orders and being obeyed, Pierre realized. They stood for what seemed an eternity, rain running down their faces and plastering their light clothes to their skins.

There was no more screaming. But after a moment Gamache heard something else.

“This way.”

His long legs took him quickly down the fieldstone walk and round the puddled corner of the old lodge, Pierre splashing and slipping after him.

Colleen, the gardener, stood on the sodden lawn holding her hands to her streaming face. She was whimpering and he thought she’d been stung in the face by wasps, but as he got closer he saw her eyes. Staring and horrified.

Following her gaze he saw it too. Something he should have noticed as soon as he’d turned the corner of the Manoir.

The statue of Charles Morrow had taken that hesitant step. Somehow the huge stone man had left his plinth and toppled over. He now lay deeply imbedded in the soft and saturated ground but not as deeply as he might have been, for something had broken his fall. Beneath him, barely visible, lay his daughter Julia.
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The maître d’ stopped dead.

“Oh, Christ,” he exhaled.

Gamache looked at Colleen, as petrified surely as Charles Morrow. Her hands covered her face and her bulging blue eyes stared out from between rain-soaked fingers.

“Come away,” Gamache said gently but firmly, standing in front of her to block the sight.

Her lips moved but he couldn’t make out the words. He leaned closer.

“Help.”

“It’s all right, we’re here,” he said and caught Pierre’s eye.

“Colleen.” The maître d’ laid a hand on her arm. Her eyes flickered and refocused.

“Help. We need to help her.”

“We will,” Gamache said reassuringly. Together, he and the maître d’ guided her through the rain to the back door into the kitchen.

“Take her inside,” Gamache instructed Pierre. “Ask Chef Véronique to make her hot sugared tea. In fact, ask her to make a few pots. I think we’re going to need them. Earl Gray.”

“Je comprends,” said Pierre. “What do I say?”

Gamache hesitated. “Tell them that there’s been a death, but don’t tell them who. Keep everyone inside. Can you round up the staff?”

“Easily. On a day like today most are inside the main lodge doing chores.”

“Good. Keep them there. And call the police.”

“D’accord. The family?”

“I’ll tell them.”

The door swung closed and Armand Gamache stood alone in the pelting rain.

Then he made his way back to Julia Martin. Kneeling down he reached out and touched her. She was cold and hard. Her mouth and eyes were wide open, surprised. He half expected her to blink as the raindrops fell onto her open eyes. He blinked a few times in sympathy then his gaze continued down her body. Her legs were collapsed and invisible under the statue, but her arms were flung open as though to embrace her father.

Gamache stood for a long minute, rain dripping from his nose and chin and hands and running inside his collar. He stared at the surprised face of Julia Martin, and thought of the face of Charles Morrow, filled with sorrow. Then he turned slightly and stared finally at the white cube that had reminded him of a grave marker when first he’d seen it. How had this massive statue fallen?

 

Reine-Marie and Bean were sitting in the hallway of the Manoir playing I Spy when he returned. One look at his face told her all she needed to know, for now.

“Bean, why don’t you get your book and we can read together.”

“OK.” The child left but not before giving Gamache an appraising look. After Bean ran upstairs Gamache took his wife into the library and told her everything as he headed for the phone.

“But how?” she asked, immediately grasping the question.

“I don’t know, yet. Oui, bonjour. Jean Guy?”

“You’re not calling for advice again, are you, Chief? Eventually you’re going to have to figure things out on your own.”

“Harrowing as that thought is, I do need your help.”

Jean Guy Beauvoir recognized this wasn’t a social call from his long-time boss. His voice sharpened and Gamache could almost hear his chair fall back to the ground as his feet whisked off the desk.

“What is it?”

Gamache succinctly passed on the details.

“At the Manoir Bellechasse? Mais, c’est incroyable. That’s the top auberge in Quebec.”

It always amazed Gamache that people, even professionals, thought Frette sheets and a superb wine list guarded against death.

“Was she murdered?”

And there was the other question. The two questions that had gotten up from the crime site and started to shadow Armand Gamache as soon as he’d seen Julia Martin’s body: how had the statue tumbled down, and was it murder?

“I don’t know.”

“We’ll soon find out. I’m on my way.”

Gamache looked at his watch. Ten to eleven. Beauvoir and the rest of the team should arrive from Montreal by twelve thirty. The Manoir Bellechasse was buried south of Montreal, in an area known as the Eastern Townships, close to the American border. So close that some of the mountains he’d contemplated that misty morning were in Vermont.

“Armand? I think I hear a car.”

That would be the local Sûreté, he thought, grateful for the maître d’s help.

“Merci.” He smiled at Reine-Marie and made for the hallway, but she stopped him.

“What about the family?”

She looked worried and for good reason. The thought that Mrs. Finney would find out about her daughter from a waiter, or, worse, by perhaps wandering outside, was terrible.

“I’ll just give the officers their instructions and go right in.”

“I’ll go in and make sure they’re all right.”

He watched her go, her step resolute, walking into a room filled with people whose lives were about to change forever. She could have sat quietly in the library and no one would have faulted her, but instead Reine-Marie Gamache chose to sit in a room soon to be overwhelmed with grief. Not many would make that choice.

Walking quickly outside he introduced himself to the officers, who were surprised to meet this renowned Sûreté investigator in the middle of the woods. He gave them directions, then motioning to one of them to follow he went inside to tell the Morrows.

 

“Something has happened. I have bad news.” Armand Gamache knew it was never a kindness to prolong bad news.

But he knew something else.

If it was murder, someone in this room almost certainly did it. He never let that overwhelm his compassion, but neither did he let his compassion blind him. He watched closely as he spoke.

“Madame.” He turned to Mrs. Finney, sitting composed in a wingchair, that day’s Montreal Gazette folded on her lap. He saw her stiffen. Her eyes darted quickly about the room. He could read her nimble mind. Who was there, and who was missing?

“There’s been a death.” He said it quietly, clearly. He was under no illusions about what his words would do to this woman. They were statue words, heavy and crushing.

“Julia,” she exhaled the name. The missing child. The one not there.

“Yes.”

Her lips parted and her eyes searched his, looking for some escape, some back door, some hint this might not be true. But he didn’t blink. His brown eyes were steady, calm and certain.

“What?”

Thomas Morrow was on his feet. The word wasn’t yelled. It was expelled across the room at him.

What. Soon someone would ask how and when and where. And finally the key question. Why.

“Julia?” Peter Morrow asked, standing. Beside him Clara had taken his hand. “Dead?”

“I have to go to her.” Mrs. Finney stood, the Gazette slipping to the floor, unattended. It was the equivalent of a scream. Mr. Finney rose unsteadily to his full height. He reached for her hand, then pulled back.

“Irene,” he said. Again he reached out, and Gamache willed with all his might that Bert Finney could go the distance. But once again the old twig hand stopped short and finally fell to the side of his gray slacks.

“How do you know?” snapped Marianna, also on her feet now. “You’re not a doctor, are you? Maybe she’s not dead.”

She approached Gamache, her face red and her fists clenched.

“Marianna.” The voice was still commanding and it stopped the charging woman in her tracks.

“But Mommy—”

“He’s telling the truth.” Mrs. Finney turned back to the large, certain man in front of her. “What happened?”

“How could she be dead?” Peter asked.

The shock was lifting, Gamache could see. They were beginning to realize a woman in her late fifties, apparently healthy, doesn’t normally just die.

“An aneurysm?” asked Marianna.

“An accident?” asked Thomas. “Did she fall down the stairs?”

“The statue fell,” said Gamache, watching them closely. “It hit her.”

The Morrows did what they did best. They fell silent.

“Father?” asked Thomas, finally.

“I’m sorry.” Gamache looked at Mrs. Finney, who stared as though stuffed. “The police are with her now. She isn’t alone.”

“I need to go to her.”

“The police aren’t letting anyone close. Not yet,” he said.

“I don’t care, they’ll let me.”

Gamache stood in front of her and held her eyes. “No, madame. Not even you, I’m afraid.”

She looked at him with loathing. It was a look he’d received often enough, and understood. And he knew it would get worse.

Gamache left them to their sorrow, taking Reine-Marie with him, but he quietly motioned the Sûreté officer into a corner.

 

Inspector Jean Guy Beauvoir stepped out of the car and looked at the sky. Unremitting gray. It would rain for a while yet. He looked down at his shoes. Leather. His slacks designer. His shirt. Casual linen. Perfect. Fucking middle of nowhere murder. In the rain. And mud. He slapped his cheek. And bugs. Flattened to his palm were the remains of a mosquito and some blood.

Fucking perfect.

Agent Isabelle Lacoste opened an umbrella and offered him one. He declined. Bad enough to be here, he didn’t need to look like Mary Poppins.

Chief Inspector Armand Gamache came out of the auberge and waved. Beauvoir waved back then slapped his forehead. Gamache hoped it was a bug. Beside Beauvoir, Agent Lacoste walked with an umbrella. In her late twenties, she was married and already a mother of two. Like most Québécoises, she was dark and petite with a comfortable flair and confidence. She wore a blouse and slacks that managed to be both sensible and soignée, even with rubber boots.

“Salut, Patron,” she said. “How’d you manage to find the body?”

“I’m staying here.” He fell into step between them. “The victim is a guest at the Manoir.”

“Hope she gets a discount,” said Beauvoir. They turned the corner of the lodge and Gamache introduced the local Sûreté officers.

“Anyone come out?” he asked. Beside him Beauvoir was staring over at the scene, anxious to get there.

“Some older woman,” said a young female agent.

“English?” asked Gamache.

“No, sir. Francophone. Offered us tea.”

“Tall, with a deep voice?”

“Yes, that’s her. Looked a little familiar, actually,” said one of the men. “Suppose I’ve seen her in Sherbrooke.”

Gamache nodded. Sherbrooke was the nearest town, where the detachment was based.

“That would be the chef here, Véronique Langlois. Did she seem interested in the scene?” Gamache looked over to where the agents had encircled the site in yellow tape.

“Who wouldn’t be?” The young woman laughed.

“You’re right,” he said quietly. He turned somber, kindly eyes on her. “There’s a woman over there who was alive hours ago. It might be an accident, it might be murder, but either way, this isn’t the time or place for laughter. Not yet.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re too young to be hardened and cynical. So am I.” He smiled. “It’s no shame to be sensitive. In fact, it’s our greatest advantage.”

“Yes sir.” The young agent could have kicked herself. She was naturally sensitive but had thought she should hide it, that a certain cavalier attitude would impress this famous head of homicide. She was wrong.

Gamache turned to the scene. He could almost feel Beauvoir vibrating beside him. Inspector Beauvoir was the alpha dog, the whip-smart, tightly wound second in command who believed in the triumph of facts over feelings. He missed almost nothing. Except, perhaps, things that couldn’t be seen.

Agent Lacoste also stared at the scene. But unlike Beauvoir she could become very still. She was the hunter of their team. Stealthy, quiet, observant.

And Gamache? He knew he was neither the hound nor the hunter. Armand Gamache was the explorer. He went ahead of all the rest, into territory unknown and uncharted. He was drawn to the edge of things. To the places old mariners knew, and warned, “Beyond here be monsters.”

That’s where Chief Inspector Gamache could be found.

He stepped into the beyond, and found the monsters hidden deep inside all the reasonable, gentle, laughing people. He went where even they were afraid to go. Armand Gamache followed slimy trails, deep into a person’s psyche, and there, huddled and barely human, he found the murderer.

His team had a near perfect record, and they did it by sorting facts from fancy from wishful thinking. They did it by collecting clues and evidence. And emotions.

Armand Gamache knew something most other investigators at the famed Sûreté du Québec never quite grasped. Murder was deeply human. A person was killed and a person killed. And what powered the final thrust wasn’t a whim, wasn’t an event. It was an emotion. Something once healthy and human had become wretched and bloated and finally buried. But not put to rest. It lay there, often for decades, feeding on itself, growing and gnawing, grim and full of grievance. Until it finally broke free of all human restraint. Not conscience, not fear, not social convention could contain it. When that happened, all hell broke lose. And a man became a murderer.

And Armand Gamache and his team spent their days finding murderers.

But was this a murder at the Manoir Bellechasse? Gamache didn’t know. But he did know that something unnatural had happened here.

 

Take this in to them, s’il vous plaît,” Chef Véronique’s large ruddy hand trembled slightly as she motioned to the trays. “And bring out the pots already there. They’ll want fresh tea.”

She knew this was a lie. What the family wanted they could never have again. But tea was all she could give them. So she made it. Over and over.

Elliot tried not to make eye contact with anyone. He tried to pretend he heard nothing, which was actually possible given the sniffles and snorts coming from Colleen. It was as though her head contained only snot. And too much of it.

“It’s not my fault,” she sputtered for the hundredth time.

“Of course it’s not,” said Clementine Dubois, hugging her to her huge bosom and readjusting the Hudson’s Bay blanket she’d put on the young gardener for comfort. “No one’s blaming you.”

Colleen subsided into the soft chest.

“There were ants everywhere,” she hiccuped, pulling back but leaving a thin trail of mucus on the shoulder of Madame Dubois’s floral dress.

“You and you,” said Chef Véronique, pointing to Elliot and Louise, not unkindly. The tea would be too strong if they waited much longer. The waiters were young, she knew, and had no experience with death. Unlike herself. Sending them in to wait on the Morrows was bad enough at the best of times, and this was far from the best of times. A room full of grief was even worse than a room full of anger. Anger a person got used to, met most days, learned to absorb or ignore. Or walk away from. But there was no hiding from grief. It would find you, eventually. It was the thing we most feared. Not loss, not sorrow. But what happened when you rendered those things down. They gave us grief.

All around the staff sat in easy chairs, perched on counters, leaned against walls, sipping strong coffee or tea, comforting each other. Murmured guesses, theories, excited speculation filled the air. The maître d’ had brought Colleen in, delivered her into their arms for comfort and dry clothing, then rounded up the rest of the staff. Once the family had been told he’d broken the news to the employees.

Madame Martin was dead. Crushed by that statue.

Everyone had gasped, some had exclaimed, but only one cried out. Pierre scanned the room, but didn’t know who. But he did know the sound had surprised him.

 

Inspector Beauvoir finally stared into the hole. Only it wasn’t a hole. It was filled with a human. A woman, wide-eyed, surprised, and dead, a statue imbedded in her chest.

“Jesus.” He shook his head and slapped his arm, squishing a blackfly. In his peripheral vision he saw Agent Lacoste leaning in and putting her latex gloves on.

This was their new office.

Over the next few minutes more trucks and team members arrived and the Scene of Crime work got into full swing. Armand Gamache took it all in, as Beauvoir led the forensics.

“What do you think, Chief?” Lacoste removed her gloves and joined him under his umbrella. “Was she murdered?”

Gamache shook his head. He was stumped. Just then the young Sûreté officer he’d placed in the Great Room with the Morrows appeared, excited.

“Good news, sir,” she said. “I thought you’d like to know as soon as possible. I think we have a suspect.”

“Well done. Who?”

“The family was quiet at first, but after a while two of them started whispering. Not the artist fellow, but the other brother and sister. They seem pretty confident if it was murder she could only have been killed by one of two people.”

“Really?” Beauvoir asked. They might be able to get back to civilization sooner than he’d thought.

“Oui.” She consulted her notebook. “The shopkeeper and his cleaning woman wife. Their names are Armand and Reine-Marie something. They’re guests.”

Beauvoir grinned and Lacoste turned away briefly.

“My suspicions confirmed,” said Beauvoir. “Will you come quietly?”

“I’ll miss you,” said Agent Lacoste.

Gamache smiled slightly and shook his head.

Seven mad Morrows.

Six.
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“Peter,” Clara whispered.

She’d watched as he’d taken the Manoir notepaper and a pencil and then, gray head bowed, become lost as the pencil drew lines within ordered lines. It was mesmerizing and comforting, in the way the third martini was comforting. It felt good, but only because it numbed. Even Clara felt drawn in. Anything to escape the room filled with silent and solemn sorrow.

Across the Great Room Thomas’s gray head was also bowed. Over the piano. The notes had been slow, tentative, but after a few moments Clara recognized them. Not Bach, for once. But Beethoven. “Für Elise.” It was a spry and chipper tune. And relatively easy to play. She’d even managed to peck out the first few notes herself.

But Thomas Morrow played it as a dirge. Each note hunted for as though the tune was hiding. It filled the grieving room with an ache that finally brought tears to Clara’s eyes. They burned with the effort of concealment, but the tears were out and obvious.

Sandra cried shortbread, scarfing the cookies one after another while Marianna sat beside Bean, a shawled arm round the child’s shoulder as Bean read. They were silent now, though a few minutes earlier Thomas, Sandra and Marianna had been huddled together, whispering. Clara had approached, to offer her condolences, but they’d fallen silent and eyed her suspiciously. So she left.

Not everyone makes the boat, she thought. But HMCS Morrow was sinking. Even Clara could see that. It was a steamboat in the age of jets. They were old money in a meritocracy. The alarms were sounding. But even Peter, her lovely and thoughtful husband, clung to the wreckage.

Clara knew something the Morrows didn’t. Not yet. They’d lost more than a sister and a daughter that morning. The police were at the door and the Morrows were about to lose whatever delusions had kept them afloat. And then they’d be like everyone else.

Peter’s mother was sitting erect on the sofa, motionless. Staring.

Should she say something, Clara wondered. Do something? She racked her brains. Surely there was some way to offer comfort to this elderly woman who’d just lost her daughter.

What? What?

The door opened and Armand Gamache appeared. The music stopped and even Peter looked up. Behind Gamache came Inspector Beauvoir, Agent Lacoste and the young Sûreté officer.

“You bastard,” said Thomas, standing so abruptly the piano bench fell over.

He started toward Gamache.

“Thomas,” his mother commanded. He stopped. Mrs. Finney rose and walked a few paces into the center of the room. “Have you arrested this man?” She spoke to Beauvoir and nodded toward Gamache.

“I’d like to introduce Chief Inspector Gamache, the head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec,” said Beauvoir.

The Morrows, except Peter and Clara, stared at the open door, expecting the great man to appear. Slowly, excruciatingly, their gaze fell back. To the large man in front of them. To the shopkeeper.

“Him?” said Marianna.

“Is this a joke?” With each word Sandra expelled shortbread crumbs onto the carpet.

“Bonjour.” He bowed solemnly. “I’m afraid he does mean me.”

“You’re a cop?” asked Thomas, trying to grasp that the chief suspect had become the Chief Inspector. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I didn’t think it mattered. We were guests together, nothing more. Until this morning.” He turned to Mrs. Finney. “Would you still like to see your daughter? I couldn’t allow it before because we had to secure the site. But I must warn you—”

“No need for warning, Chief Inspector. I know it won’t be pleasant. Take me to Julia.”

She walked determinedly past him and Clara was impressed by her ability, even in grief, to change course. To accept Gamache as the Chief Inspector when Thomas and Marianna still stared, open-mouthed and suspicious. And she, first among them, seemed to have accepted that Julia was indeed dead. But was it too quick, Clara wondered.

Gamache watched Mrs. Finney move toward the door. But he wasn’t fooled any more. Earlier that morning, in the instant before he’d told her about Julia, he’d seen her avian glance, her flight around the room to see who was there, and who was gone. Which child was loved, now lost. He’d seen what she kept hidden.

“I’m going to have to ask the rest of you to stay here,” said Gamache, though no one else had made any move. Except Bert Finney.

He stopped a foot away from Gamache, his eyes focusing on a lamp and a bookcase. “I’m afraid I have to insist,” the old man said.

Gamache hesitated. The face was craven, ashen, almost inhuman. But the action was noble. He nodded.

They left the young officer behind and Gamache wondered who’d gotten the more gruesome assignment.

 

As they approached the yellow circle of ribbon they were again joined by the notes of “Für Elise.” The rain had all but stopped and a mist tugged at the mountains. Everything was shades of gray-green and between the notes they could hear rain dripping from the leaves.

Gamache had ordered the crime scene team to withdraw until after Mrs. Finney had seen her daughter. Now they stood in a semicircle on the verge of the forest watching as the elderly woman, so tiny and pink, walked toward the hole in the ground.

As Mrs. Finney approached she saw only the gaily fluttering police ribbon. Yellow. Julia’s favorite color. She’d been the feminine one, the daughter who’d loved dressing up, loved make-believe and makeup, loved the shoes and the hats. Loved the attention.

She saw then the semicircle of men and women in the forest, watching. And above them the bruised and swollen sky.

Poor Julia.

Irene Finney slowed as she approached. She wasn’t a woman who understood the void, who’d given it any thought. But she knew, too late, she should have. She knew then that the void wasn’t empty at all. Even now, steps away, she could hear the whisper. The void wanted to know something.

What do you believe?

That’s what filled the void. The question and the answer.

Irene Finney stopped, not ready yet to face what she must. She waited for Bert. Not looking but sensing him there she took another step. One more and she’d see.

She hesitated then took it.

What she saw skipped her eyes completely and lodged right in her chest. In an instant she was pitched forward, beyond grief, into a wilderness where no anguish, no loss, no passion existed.

She heaved a breath up out of herself. Then another.

She used that breath to whisper the only prayer she could remember.


“Now I lay me down to sleep,

I pray the Lord my soul to keep.”



She saw Julia’s hands outstretched. She saw the fingers, pudgy and wet, grasping her thumb in the bath in the old kitchen sink, in their very first apartment. Her and Charles. Charles, what have you done?


“If I should die before I wake,

I pray the Lord my soul to take.”



She offered the vesper to the void, but it was too late. It had taken Julia and now it took her. She looked up into the faces of the semicircle, but they’d changed. They were flat, like a reproduction. Not real at all. The forest, the grass, the Chief Inspector beside her, even Bert. All gone. Not real any more.

What do you believe?

Nothing.

 

Gamache walked them inside, remaining silent, respecting her need to be with her own thoughts. Then he returned to find the crane had arrived.

“Here comes the coroner.” Lacoste nodded to a woman in her early thirties wearing slacks, a light summer shell and rubber boots.

“Dr. Harris.” Gamache waved then turned back to watch the removal of the statue.

Beauvoir directed operations, batting away blackflies. It was confusing for the crane operator who mistook his flailing for directions and twice almost dropped the statue back onto Julia Martin.

“Fucking bugs,” snarled Beauvoir, looking around at the rest of the team, working away steadily and methodically. “Isn’t anyone else bothered? Christ.” He whacked himself on the side of the head trying to crush a deerfly. He missed.

“Bonjour.” Gamache inclined his head toward the coroner. Sharon Harris smiled a small greeting. She knew how the Chief Inspector preferred decorum at the site of a murder, especially in the presence of the corpse. It was rare. Most murder scenes were filled with smart-ass and often gruesome comments, made by men and women frightened by what they saw, and believing sarcasm and rude remarks kept the monsters at bay. They didn’t.

Chief Inspector Gamache chose men and women for his team who might also be afraid, but had the courage to rise above it.

Standing beside him and watching the statue sucked from the ground, and the woman, she caught the slight aroma of rosewater and sandalwood. His scent. She turned and watched the Chief Inspector for a moment, his strong face in profile. At rest, but watchful.

There was an old-world courtliness about him that made her feel she was in the company of her grandfather, though he was only twenty years older than her, if that. Once the statue was hovering over the flatbed truck Dr. Harris put on her gloves and moved in.

She’d seen worse. Far worse. Horrible deaths that could never be avenged because there was no fault, except fate. This might be one, she thought, as she looked at the mangled body, then back at the statue. Then at the pedestal.

Kneeling down she examined the wounds.

“I’d say she’s been dead twelve hours, maybe more. The rain makes it more difficult, of course.”

“Why’s that?” Lacoste asked.

“No bugs. The amount and type of insect help tell us how long a person’s been dead. But the heavy rain kept the bugs home. They’re like cats. Hate the rain. Now after the rain . . .”

She looked over at Beauvoir doing a mad dance and slapping himself.

“Here,” she pointed to a wound, “see?”

Lacoste peered in. She was right. No bugs, though a few were beginning to hover.

“Now, this is interesting,” said Dr. Harris. “Look at that.”

On her finger was a smear of brown. Lacoste bent closer.

“Dirt?” she asked.

“Dirt.”

Lacoste raised her brows, perplexed, but didn’t say anything. After a few minutes the coroner got up and walked to the Chief Inspector.

“I can tell you how she died.”

“A statue?” asked Gamache.

“Probably,” said the coroner, turning to look at the levitating statue then at its pedestal.

“That’s the more interesting question,” said Gamache, reading her mind.

“We had quite a storm last night,” said Dr. Harris. “Maybe that knocked it down.”

“They’re driving me crazy.” Beauvoir joined them, his face smeared with tiny freckles of crushed blackflies. He looked at Gamache, poised and comfortable. “Don’t they bite you?”

“No. It’s mind over matter. It’s all in your head, Inspector.”

That much was true, Beauvoir knew. He’d just inhaled a swarm of blackflies and he knew for certain a few had flown up his nose. A sudden buzzing in his ear warned him he was either having a stroke or a deerfly had just flown in.

Please, let this be an accident. Let me get home to my barbecue, my cooler of beer, my sports channel. My air-conditioning.

He dug his little finger into his ear, but the buzzing only moved deeper.

Charles Morrow subsided onto the dirty truck. He lay on his side, his arms out, his face sad, and smeared with his own flesh and blood.

Gamache walked alone to the edge of the hole in the ground. They all watched as he looked down. There was no movement, except his right hand, which clasped slowly closed.

Then he motioned to the team and there was a sudden flurry of activity as evidence was collected. Jean Guy Beauvoir took charge while Gamache returned to the large flatbed truck.

“Were you the one who put him on his pedestal?” he asked the crane operator.

“Not me, Patron. When was the job done?” the operator asked, securing and covering Charles Morrow for the trip to the Sûreté compound in Sherbrooke.

“Yesterday, early afternoon.”

“My day off. I was fishing in Lake Memphramagog. I can show you the pictures and the catch. I have a license.”

“I believe you.” Gamache smiled reassuringly. “Could someone else from your company have done it?”

“I’ll ask.”

A minute later he was back.

“Called dispatch. Got the boss. He placed the statue himself. We do a lot of work with the Manoir, so when Madame Dubois called about this the boss decided it needed a special touch. No one’s better than him.”

This was said with more than a little sarcasm. It was clear this man wouldn’t mind if the boss turned out to have screwed up royally. And if he could help point the middle finger, so much the better.

“Can you give me his name and coordinates?”

The operator happily handed over a card with the proprietor’s name underlined.

“Please ask him to meet me at the Sûreté detachment in Sherbrooke in about an hour.”

“Chief?” Dr. Harris approached just as the driver got back in his rig and drove off.

“Could the storm have done this?” he asked, remembering the lightning bolts and the furious angels bowling, or crying, or pushing over statues.

“Knocked over the statue? Maybe. But it didn’t.”

Gamache turned surprised brown eyes on the coroner. “How can you be so certain?”

She held up her finger. Beside him Agent Lacoste grimaced. It wasn’t just “a” finger, it was “the” finger. Gamache raised his brows and grinned. Then his brows lowered and he leaned in closer, staring at the brown smear.

“This was under her body. You’ll see more when her body’s moved.”

“It looks like dirt,” said Gamache.

“It is,” said Dr. Harris. “Dirt, not mud. It means the storm didn’t kill her. She was on the ground before the storm started. It’s dry underneath her.”

Gamache was quiet, absorbing the information.

“Are you saying the statue fell off and crushed her before the storm hit?”

“That’s a fact, Chief Inspector. The ground’s dry. I have no idea how that thing came to fall, but it wasn’t the storm.”

They all watched as the flatbed was slowly and carefully driven past them, a Sûreté officer in the passenger seat and the crane operator driving. They disappeared round a bend in the dirt road and into the thick forest.

“When did the storm hit?” He was asking himself as much as her. She was silent, pretending to think. She’d been in bed by nine with her madeleine cookies, Diet Coke and Cosmo, though she’d rather not volunteer that information. She’d woken in the middle of the night to find her cottage shaking and the power out.

“We’ll call the weather office. If they don’t know the maître d’ will,” he said, walking back to the hole. Staring in he saw what he should have noted in the first place. She was in the clothes he remembered from the night before.

No raincoat. No hat. No umbrella.

No rain.

She was dead before the storm had struck.

“Any other wounds on her body?”

“Don’t appear to be. I’ll do the autopsy this afternoon and let you know. Anything else before we take her away?”

“Inspector?” Gamache called and Beauvoir joined him, wiping his hands on his sodden slacks.

“No, we’re finished. Dirt.” He looked at his hands and spoke as a surgeon might say “germs.” Dirt, grass, mud, insects were unnatural to Beauvoir, for whom cologne and a nice silk blend were his elements.

“That reminds me,” said Gamache. “There was a bees’ or wasps’ nest nearby. Be careful.”

“Lacoste, the nest?” Beauvoir jerked his head, but Lacoste continued to stare at the dead woman. She was putting herself in Julia’s place. Turning. Seeing the statue do the impossible, the unthinkable. Seeing it fall toward her. And Agent Lacoste put her hands out in front of her, palms forward, elbows tucked into her body, ready to repel the attack. Turning away.

It was instinctive.

And yet Julia Martin had opened her arms.

The chief walked past her and stood in front of the pedestal. Reaching out he slid his hand over the wet marble. The surface was perfect, pristine. But that wasn’t possible. A several ton statue would make scuffs, scratches, divots. But this surface was unmarred.

It was as though the statue had never been there. Gamache knew that was indulging his imagination. But he also knew he’d need his imagination if he was going to catch this killer. And there was a killer. Armand Gamache had no doubt. For all his magical thinking, Gamache knew statues didn’t walk themselves off their pedestals. If magic hadn’t done it, and if the storm hadn’t, something else had. Some one had.

Somehow someone had managed to get a massive statue, weighing tons, to fall. And to land on Julia Martin.

She’d been murdered. He didn’t know who, and he sure as hell didn’t know how.

But he would.
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