

Louise Penny is the number one New York Times bestselling

author of the Chief Inspector Gamache series. Still Life, the

first of the series, won the CWA John Creasey Dagger in

2006. A recipient of virtually every existing award for crime

fiction, Louise was also granted the Order of Canada in

2014 and received an honorary doctorate of literature from

Carleton University and the Ordre Nationale du Québec

in 2017. She lives in a small village south of Montreal.





Chapter 1

 

Annie? Daniel?

Armand fought his way to the surface through a deep sleep.

The grandchildren?

He sat up straight in bed. His senses alert. It was . . . his head turned quickly to the bedside clock . . . 3:17 on a Saturday morning, and the phone was ringing.

He saw Reine-Marie bolt upright.

No one called at that ungodly hour unless something ungodly had happened.

No, not the family, he quickly thought. They were asleep in their beds in the Gamaches’ rambling old home in Three Pines.

Stephen? Could it be about the ninety-six-year-old curmudgeon, who’d cheated Death many times over? Had Death finally cornered Armand’s godfather. And dared to take him.

Henri raised his head from his paws, his gigantic shepherd ears swinging toward the unexpected sound. Fred, elderly and less alert, looked at Henri, unsure what was happening, while tiny Gracie, who was looking more and more like a chipmunk, sat up on her haunches.

All this happened in the blink of an eye.

Armand turned on the bedside lamp while Reine-Marie grabbed the phone.

“Oui, allô?”

Armand stared at her, his eyes anxious, his body tense. His breath held. His mind racing through the people they knew. The people they loved.

This was their personal number. It was not work. Not someone else’s tragedy.

“Pardon?” said Reine-Marie, holding her husband’s eyes.

On hearing that, his head dipped slightly to the side, perplexed.

“I’m sorry.” She’d raised her voice, to be sure she was heard. “I don’t understand. What’re you saying?”

“Stephen?” Armand mouthed.

Her shoulders lifted and she frowned. Unsure.

Her focus was complete. As was his.

So heightened were his senses, he could hear the breathing of the dogs, and Gracie. He could hear the soft ruffle of the curtains at the window. He could hear not just rain hitting the roof, but the sound of it dripping off the trees outside their home in the Québec village.

The scent of wet grass, pine needles, mud drifted through the open window, to mingle with the lingering aroma of woodsmoke, imbedded in their home after a century or more of log fires. And below that, the hint of coffee and the chocolate chip cookies Olivier and Gabri had baked with the grandchildren the day before.

All this Armand took in as he stared at his wife.

Reine-Marie passed him the phone. “I can’t understand . . . ,” she whispered.

“Allô?”

There was silence. Then came the sharp inhale of a person out of breath from running. But no, it was more than that. It was a sound Armand Gamache knew well. Not running, not exertion. This was a gasp of shock. Of fear.

“There’s . . .” The line crackled . . . 

“What?” Armand swung his legs out of bed and slid his feet into the slippers left there for the inevitable nighttime trip to the bathroom. He pressed the phone tighter to his ear and leaned forward, as though that would help. While his hearing had recovered, he was still worried he wasn’t catching everything.

“. . . a body in . . .” The line dropped out.

“A body?”

He reached for the pen and notepad kept by the bed.

Armand waited, pen poised. The line kept dipping in and out. Crackling. He thought he’d lost the person until the voice, a man’s, young, vaguely familiar, came through with almost startling clarity, as though he’d materialized at the foot of their bed.

“There’s a body in Lost Nation.”

“Where?” demanded Armand, even as he scribbled on the pad. “Can you repeat?”

No longer Reine-Marie’s husband. No longer Annie and Daniel’s father. No longer grandfather to Florence and Zora, Honoré and Idola.

The man in pajamas sitting on the edge of the bed in the village of Three Pines, pressing the phone to his ear, was now Chief Inspector Gamache, the head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec.

“Allô?” Pause. “Allô? Who is this?”

But the line was dead. He looked at the phone. There was no number. No name. It was as though a ghost had called them at—he made a note of the time—3:17 in the morning.

Reine-Marie dropped her eyes to the notepad. “Lost Nation? What does that mean?”

“I haven’t a clue.”





Chapter 10

 

It’s definitely murder, Armand,” said Dr. Harris. “Your man was killed by at least three blows to the head with a something heavy and slightly curved. I’m not sure what it was. But it was enough to crush the skull.”

“Bon,” said Gamache, though he didn’t really mean good, just that it was good to finally have information. Confirmation.

The screen for this video call sat in the middle of the conference table in the Old Train Station. The technicians had left. Homicide agents sat at desks sifting through information that was now coming in.

Staring at the screen, Chief Inspector Gamache, Inspectors Beauvoir and Lacoste could see the metal table behind Sharon Harris, and the white sheet.

“So the victim is definitely a man?” asked Isabelle.

“Yes. And before you ask, it’s impossible to definitively establish date of death. Been too long. But I’d say it was, as I said at the scene, after the hard frost and about the time of the first snow that stayed on the ground.”

“November 15,” confirmed Isabelle. “About six months ago.”

The coroner made a guttural sound. “Ugh. Such a long winter.”

“They all are,” said Jean-Guy. Having to struggle to put snowsuits on wiggly children did not make the winter feel shorter.

“And then there’s the inevitable March thaw,” said Isabelle. “Why do we always get sucked in, thinking this time winter will be over? And it only gets worse. What?”

She’d noticed Jean-Guy smiling.

“Sugaring off,” he said. “The best part of the March thaw. I remember taking Honoré and Idola—”

“Maybe focus,” their grandfather suggested, though he too was smiling.

Florence and Zora had joined their cousins, and they’d all gone to the cabane à sucre deep in the maple forest, to pour warm sirop d’erable on snow and watch it turn into sweet tire. They used twigs to roll the toffee—

“Focus, Armand,” said Dr. Harris. “The murder? Remember that?”

“Right, désolé. What else can you tell us about the man?”

He’d used that word deliberately, “man.” This was a person, not just a body. Not a puzzle or a lump of flesh to be prodded for clues. He was a human being whose life had been stolen. It was their job to do right by him.

Where other cops often found it necessary to dehumanize victims by using dark humor, Gamache shut that down fast. No crude jokes at crime sites. No laughter. There was nothing amusing about a murder. To dehumanize not only did the victim a disservice, it made it far more difficult to get to the bottom of what had happened.

Not everyone could be a doctor. A first responder. A firefighter. An ambulance driver.

A homicide cop.

Those who couldn’t take it needed to step aside and make room for the women and men who could. Which was why Armand Gamache’s homicide department was made up of the unusual, the rejects. Those about to flunk out of the Sûreté. For being all too human.

They were not the favorite child.

“I can tell you he was a white male, late forties, going slightly to fat. He almost certainly had an office job, through did a fair amount of walking.”

“He was in good health?” asked Gamache.

“Hard to tell. His internal organs have decomposed. But his bones are strong.”

“Is there anything else we need to know?”

Dr. Harris hesitated.

“What is it?” asked Gamache.

“There is one thing. It’s hard to explain. I need to show you.” She moved to the sheet and all three veteran homicide officers prepared themselves. Though nothing quite prepared them for what they were about to see.

“What is that?” asked Isabelle.

Beside her, Jean-Guy lowered his date square.

 

Isabelle had arrived back in Three Pines an hour earlier. In time for Olivier and Gabri to take them cold avocado soup, a warm baguette, and croissant sandwiches, along with date squares and a pitcher of iced tea.

Her arrival was, perhaps, not a complete coincidence.

There was a running joke in the Sûreté that someone on Gamache’s team was a serial killer, murdering random people in the Three Pines area. Just for the bistro food.

The smart money was on Jean-Guy Beauvoir. Not a bad guess, thought Isabelle as she watched him devour a ham, apple, and melted Brie croissant.

As they ate, they went over reports, beginning with Isabelle.

“I looked up the tailor who made the clothes our man was wearing. Get this. The shop was bombed in the Second World War, and the tailor and his family were killed.”

“But someone else must have taken over the label, non?” said Jean-Guy.

“That’s the curious thing. The Savile Row Bespoke Association has an archive. No new suit has been made using that label since the day the tailor was killed.”

“Are you saying that the suit our man is wearing is more than eighty years old?” said Gamache, staring at Isabelle, his hand stopping in the middle of spreading fresh churned butter on his slice of baguette.

“So it seems. I’ve asked forensics to send a sample of the material to the association, to get their analysis. Our own technicians are dating the fabric.”

“Is it possible,” Jean-Guy asked, “that his clothes were put on postmortem?”

“I guess it’s possible, but we all know how difficult it is to undress a dead body, never mind dress one. Why would anyone do that?”

Maybe easier than dressing wiggly children, thought Jean-Guy, but said nothing.

“Why wear a suit that’s eighty years old or more?” asked Gamache.

All three just stared at each other. None of those scenarios made sense.

“Though we don’t even know if it was murder,” said Jean-Guy.

It was then that the coroner called and confirmed it.

 

“What is that?” Isabelle asked when the coroner drew back the white sheet.

The three senior homicide officers leaned toward the screen. The agents working at their desks paused and looked over, sensing something had just happened.

A few got up and walked over to see.





Chapter 11

 

Dr. Harris held her iPad over the body and enlarged the image.

On the screen now was a close-up of the man’s lower chest and abdomen.

“Are those bugs?” asked Lacoste. They were used to seeing insects on dead bodies. Their appearance, and point in the insect’s life cycle, helped the coroner establish how long the person had been dead.

But no. Not bugs. But similar, with their small brown, cylindrical bodies and what looked like hooks, or claws or sharp teeth, protruding from one end.

As the coroner zoomed in, they could see it now. There, imbedded in the rotting flesh, were seeds sprouting between his ribs. Their young roots curling around his spine like tendrils.

Jean-Guy, who’d just watched Alien, wished he hadn’t had quite so much of Olivier’s avocado soup.

The Chief’s face was grim as he stared. His mind working. It was not unusual to have vegetation mixed in with an old corpse. But this was different.

“He wasn’t naked when we found him,” said Gamache. “Which means those didn’t come from the ground beneath him.”

“Exactly,” said Dr. Harris. “This isn’t from the cemetery. The seeds came in with him. They must have been in his clothes. Forensics has his clothes and will let you know.”

“Can we see one of the seeds?” Gamache asked, putting on his glasses and leaning even closer to the screen.

“I picked one out to show you.” Harris held up a petri dish. “As you can see, it hasn’t germinated yet.”

Enlarged, the seed looked like a tiny demon, with claws and spikes.

“This must be from the plant that’s growing on the grave,” said Isabelle. “Don’t you think?”

“Seems reasonable,” said Armand, though he knew how dangerous a good guess could be at this stage in an investigation.

“You’d need a botanist, not a coroner, to tell you that,” said Dr. Harris.

Gamache turned to Lacoste, but before he opened his mouth, she said, “On it.”

“Anything else we should know, Doctor?”

“Not for now. I wanted to let you know about the weapon and”—she glanced behind her—“what’s growing in his body. I have to say, I’ve never actually seen that before.”

“We’ll need samples of the seeds, both one that’s germinated and one that hasn’t.”

“I’ll have a messenger get them to you right away.”

“Merci.”

“So, it is murder.” Jean-Guy had walked over to the huge blackboard they’d installed next to the corkboard.

Though they all had the same evidence and reports on their computers, it was easier to see everything compiled in one place. So they could examine it together and see connections.

His back to the room and his colleagues, Jean-Guy Beauvoir picked up the blue chalk and made the first marks.

Homicide. Victim, unknown.

Possible victim/suspects: Daniel Bouvier, Léo Ouelette

“I’ve assigned agents to interview them, patron,” said Jean-Guy. “We should have a report soon.”

“Good.”

Place of death: Lost Nation Cemetery

Then, with the white chalk, he wrote down what they knew so far.

Age, sex, body type: Mid-forties, male, five-ten, fit

The weapon: Heavy, curved

Possible date of death: Mid-November

Then he stepped back and brought the chalk to his mouth, inadvertently drawing a Hitler-esque mustache above his lip.

It wasn’t much of a list. But it would fill in.

“The head botanist at the Montréal Botanical Gardens, Dr. Aimée Lagacé, is coming down. I offered to send her photographs, but she said she’d prefer to see samples in person.”

“Good.” Gamache held out his hand and Jean-Guy gave him the red chalk.

Whose grave was the dead man on? Is it significant?

Why that grave? Why Lost Nation?

Lacoste now took the chalk and wrote: Who called the Chief at 3 a.m.?

Beauvoir took the chalk back and wrote: Why did they use Clara Morrow’s name?

Was it someone on Clara’s list?

The three of them took a step back and stared at their work, while in the body of the Old Train Station, the homicide agents watched from their desks, each hoping that one day they might be asked to join the senior investigators.

How did the caller know where the body was found is called Lost Nation? Isabelle added.

Local?

Why is it called that?

As they stared, Armand received a text from Reine-Marie. She was in Myrna’s bookstore with Clara, Ruth, and the archivist from the local historical society.

They had news. If something almost a century old could be called “news.”

“You know Patrice.” Reine-Marie introduced the archivist.

“I do. Bonjour.”

The young woman took Armand’s hand and blushed. All of Québec knew the Chief Inspector from the news, but this was only the second time she’d met him in person. It was inconceivable that a senior officer with the Sûreté, of all things, should become a national hero, but that’s what had inadvertently happened.

The only one who knew for sure he was not that was Gamache himself. Though Ruth and Rosa had their suspicions. As though to emphasize that, there was a muttering from the duck.

Armand joined them in the sitting area of the bookstore. On bitterly cold winter days, the woodstove would be lit. They’d warm themselves around it while talking about their next read. For now, on this warm June day, the logs were unlit but at the ready should there be a need.

“I understand you have information.”

“Madame Gamache came by this morning and asked if I knew anything about Lost Nation.”

“Oui?”

Patrice had a manila folder on her lap. She laid her hand on it. “I found this file. Sixty years ago, as part of the 1967 Canadian Centennial celebrations, the government funded a series of oral histories. This was one.”

“On Lost Nation?” asked Gamache.

“Yes. But someone got to it first.” She opened the file. It was empty.

“There’s supposed to be a transcription in there,” said Reine-Marie. “According to the records, no one has asked for that dossier in sixty years. But someone requested it in late February of this year. And again in early March.”

“Are you sure? Could the records have been tampered with? Could it have been November?”

“I guess anything’s possible,” said Patrice. “Though I don’t know how.”

“The first request was done in person,” said Reine-Marie. “We don’t have a name. The volunteer isn’t required to take it. Whoever asked for the file would have sat in the historical society to read it.”

“Man? Woman?” asked Armand.

“We asked the volunteer on duty that day, but he can’t remember.”

“But the file was given back,” said Armand. He was familiar with the historical society. It was in an old brick building. No security cameras. Most of the time, they never even locked up.

“Yes. The second request was done by computer,” said Patrice. “Which means whoever did it was a member. To have access to the records and make an online request, they’d need to put in their membership number.”

“And that was a week or so after the first request?” asked Armand.

“Yes. I can give you the exact dates,” said Patrice.

“And the name of the person who made the request,” said Armand. “If they’re a member, you must have that information.”

“We do.”

Armand had a sneaking and slightly sinking feeling he knew who the archivist would name. And sure enough—

“Clara Morrow.”

“What?” Clara shot forward in her armchair. “I never did.” She looked at Armand, who was nodding.

“Non. You didn’t.”

“Who’s doing this?” Clara demanded. “And why? Do they have something against me?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, find them, for Chrissake. God knows what else they’re doing in my name.”

Myrna took her hand and squeezed. “We know you probably didn’t kill that poor man.”

Clara yanked her hand away, in an overly dramatic gesture. But was grateful for the levity. However short-lived.

“May I have the file please? We’ll need it checked for prints and DNA.” Armand used a napkin to take the file from the archivist. “And you’re sure there’s no other copy?”

“I’m sure. I looked.” But her face had brightened, and so did Reine-Marie’s.

“It was a transcript, Armand. From an oral history.”

“Oui.”

“Which made us think there might be a recording,” said Reine-Marie.

“Took us a while,” said Patrice. “The old archives are in terrible shape, and most recordings weren’t kept once the transcriptions were made—”

“But—?” Ruth snapped. “Get on with it. What did you find?”

From a canvas bag at her side, Patrice pulled an old tape machine and a cassette.

It was labeled, Lost Nation. Oral History I.

“This is where the transcription came from. As far as I can tell, no one knew we still had it.”

“We didn’t know,” said Reine-Marie. “Patrice and I had to dig through boxes of old tapes.”

“Back in 1967, one of the locals who was interviewed for the oral history project was Flossy Fuller,” said the archivist. “She was over ninety at the time. May I?”

Patrice pressed play, and a reedy, fragile voice came out of the machine, and with it the story of Lost Nation.





Chapter 12

 

The seeds arrived with a rookie Sûreté agent, eager to meet the Chief Inspector.

He’d seen the head of homicide at the front of the classroom when Gamache had lectured at the academy. They’d all hoped that the storied head of homicide would tell them stories about his most challenging cases. And he did.

Just not the ones they were expecting.

To their surprise, the challenging part wasn’t just tracking down the killer. Wasn’t some dramatic shoot-out. Wasn’t some baffling piece of evidence, or clever ruse on his part. Or facing a particularly gruesome scene or killer.

The challenge was facing himself. It was what those cases uncovered in him personally. The doubts, the uncertainties. The difficult, almost impossible decisions. The moral and ethical lines the head of homicide had faced. And crossed. The realization that the law was not always just. That those lines, so clear when he’d been a student like them in the academy, were blurry. Blurring.

The challenge was facing those truths . Flinching, perhaps. But not looking away. Admitting to the things he regretted. The mistakes. The wounds he carried, not just the physical but the emotional, the psychological ones.

The times he’d been sorely tempted to run away. To call in sick.

The time as a rookie, during his first raid, he’d hid behind a wall, curled up as small as he could, as the bullets flew. While other agents moved forward, he couldn’t move. They were counting on him, expecting him to be there. And he was paralyzed. Petrified.

“I was afraid. I didn’t want to die, and I was pretty sure I would.” He’d paused and slowly moved his thoughtful gaze around the packed hall. Seeming to look into each of the students.

“I suspect most of you will face that moment. It would be delusional not to be afraid. It would be human to want to run away.” There was a long pause. “Like I did.”

There was a gasp. Not a person in that room, student or instructor, expected that.

“I was suspended. But instead of firing me, my first Chief had me in and told me I needed to really think if police work was for me. And then he said something that changed my life.”

Now there was complete silence.

And very slowly Chief Inspector Gamache listed the four statements that lead to wisdom.

“I’m sorry.

“I was wrong.

“I don’t know.”

There was a pause. Then he said, in his deep, quiet voice, into the deep quiet of the room, the last one.

“I need help.”

Agent Ferdinand had written them down, and now they sat beside his bed where he looked at them every morning before going into work.

When he arrived at the Old Train Station and made his way around the big red fire truck, he was informed that the Chief Inspector wasn’t there.

“But you can give the evidence to me,” said the man the rookie agent recognized as Inspector Beauvoir. He was taller, older, than Agent Ferdinand expected.

And over there, at a desktop computer, was Inspector Lacoste.

Here were two officers whose reputations were also becoming legend.

The homicide department was now the place every serious cop wanted to work.

After handing over the small evidence pouch to Inspector Beauvoir, he was surprised when the senior officer pointed to the boards at the front of the room.

“Want to take a look?”

“Yes, please.” He sounded, even to his own ears, like an overeager child. “Sir.”

He followed the older man.

The two stood side by side, with the rookie unconsciously mimicking the senior officer, standing tall, shoulders back, hands behind his back, lower lip slightly thrust out in concentration. The two stared at the blackboard, then stepped over to the corkboard where photos and printouts had been pinned up.

Isabelle watched this with some amusement. Since he’d fallen in love with and married Annie Gamache, Jean-Guy had softened. Allowed others in.

Since he’d had Honoré and especially Idola, Jean-Guy had become almost fatherly toward the young agents. Not in a patronizing way, but wanting to guide them. Help them.

And, yes, protect them. He knew, as did she, that the best protection was training, and information. Standing in front of them didn’t protect, it blinded the younger agents to whatever was coming their way.

This they’d learned from the Chief Inspector, when both had joined the department. Now Inspector Beauvoir and Agent Ferdinand rocked slightly as they studied the boards. Then the younger man’s eyes widened.

“I—” he began, but was interrupted by Inspector Lacoste.

“We have a report from the agents interviewing Daniel Bouvier and Léo Ouelette. Bouvier and his wife have a place in Fort Lauderdale. They went there the day after visiting Clara in November and stayed through Christmas. No record of them crossing back into Canada before that. Our agent spoke to him and he’s definitely alive.”

“Not the victim, and not likely the killer if he was in Florida at the time. The other one?”

“Dead.”

“Our dead?”

“No. According to his wife, when he cut short his visit to Clara’s in November, he really wasn’t feeling well. A few days later, he was diagnosed with stage four pancreatic cancer. Went into hospice and died a month later.”

Jean-Guy exhaled and turned to stare at Clara’s list. “Okay, so neither of them is the body nor the murderer. Who does that leave?”

“Allô?” called a voice from behind the fire truck. “Am I in the right place? I’m looking for Inspector Lacoste.”

The botanist had arrived.





Chapter 13

 

I’m not sure my grandparents would really have considered themselves heathens.” The unexpected statement came out of the old cassette player.

The gang in the bookstore stared at it, as people before television had stared at the huge wireless sets in their living rooms while a radio program was playing.

Even Rosa stared, but then ducks often did.

A thin laugh, a sort of cackle, came out of the speaker. “At least they weren’t heathens before the two strangers arrived.”

This was the voice of a woman long dead and buried. A ghost, come to help them solve a murder.

Armand glanced at the empty file on the table between Reine-Marie and the young archivist. Where the transcript of this tape had been. Before someone stole it.

In March.

Why wait until almost four months after the murder to take it? Perhaps the killer had only just realized the oral history existed. But how could this old interview possibly have anything to do with the body in Lost Nation? What could Flossy Fuller have said in 1967 that led to a death more than fifty years later?

Conjecture, Armand warned himself. Be careful. Just listen.

“It wasn’t called Lost Nation at the time,” Flossy Fuller continued. “It was called Pleasant Valley.”

Armand smiled. Yes, that was the word. An almost old-fashioned description and notion. A word rarely used today, “pleasant.” It had a nice ring to it. And that was how the place felt, even now.

“Mind you, they had to work hard,” Flossy continued. “Most of the people came from the United States or Britain for the free land. Can you imagine leaving a town in England and ending up in the middle of a forest in Québec? But people seemed to thrive. They bought oxen and used them to drag logs out of the forest. That was mainly how they made their living. Logging. Not clear-cutting. They harvested selectively. They grew their own food and kept meat in tight waxed bags in the river to stay cold. They built a schoolhouse for the children. My grandmother rode a horse to school, climbing on Nelly with her two brothers. Once a month, on a Sunday, prayer services would be held in the school. What was that?”

Off mic, they could just hear a murmured voice, a question being asked, but couldn’t quite make it out.

“No, there was no minister. They took turns leading the prayers. My grandmother said there was singing too. Lots of it.”

Now the thin voice unexpectedly broke out into song.

“Rock of Ages, cleft for me. Let me hide myself in thee.” She stopped singing and gave a small, almost embarrassed laugh. “They’d hold a community supper after the service. Well, it was called supper, but it was their noonday meal. Their big meal was always in the middle of the day.”

There was silence. So much so that Clara reached out to press stop, thinking it was over.

“Then they showed up and put a curse on the place.” The elderly woman’s voice had gone from slightly amused to somber.

“Who were they?” The archivist’s voice off mic could now be heard.

“No one knows their names or what became of them. Two men appeared one day and installed themselves in the schoolhouse. Every night they preached. Little by little, word spread and the residents of Pleasant Valley began showing up. There was nothing else to do, you see. It was like entertainment. But it wasn’t fun. The strangers started out okay, at least sane. Then, little by little, they started yelling at everyone. They banned singing and were preaching hellfire and damnation and told the people if they didn’t donate to them, they were all going to burn. They’d pass the hat, and some did give, even though they had precious little themselves.

“Eventually people grew tired of being yelled at. You would, wouldn’t you. Then they got angry and became convinced the preachers were charlatans. They finally ran them out of Pleasant Valley. As they left, the preachers cursed it, shouting back, ‘Oh, what a lost nation is this.’ ”

There was another reedy laugh, without much amusement.

“That’s how Pleasant Valley became known as Lost Nation. The funny thing is, not long after that, a road was built bypassing the community, and it slowly died.”

There was a slight squeaking as the elderly woman moved back and forth in her rocking chair.

“Have you ever been there?” the young interviewer’s voice asked.

“Went looking for the cemetery once. Hard to find. Bet I walked right by it lots of times without even knowing it was there. Must be even more difficult to find now. But I did find it once. Seemed, what’s the word?” There was a pause. “Pleasant. Not scary. No. Not scary at all. They seemed happy for the company.”

Ask it, thought Armand, sending a message to an interviewer who might herself be long gone. Ask about the gravestones.

Did Flossy notice one from 1914? Could she read the name?

If Lost Nation pretty much died back in the late 1800s, who could be in that grave?

But there was just silence except for the rocking. And then even that stopped.

“That’s it,” said the archivist. She reached out to stop the tape. Her finger was on the button when the thin voice came out of the speaker.

“And then there was the murder.”





Chapter 14

 

Aimée Lagacé was making all sorts of sounds, but no actual words, as she examined the tiny seeds in the small plastic evidence bag.

Still, Lacoste and Beauvoir were hanging on her every grunt and hum and whistle. Trying to decode them.

The chief botanist from the Montréal Botanical Gardens had screwed what looked like a jeweler’s magnifying lens into her right eye and was turning the seeds over. And over.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” she finally said, looking up and opening her eye wide so that the lens fell into her waiting palm.

Dr. Lagacé was in her fifties, Isabelle guessed. Maybe forties. Perhaps sixty. Her hair was grey and cropped short, and her skin was tanned, like hide, from years in the elements. That made it difficult to age her. Not that it mattered. It was instinct on Isabelle’s part.

The blue of the botanist’s eyes looked all the brighter for being in that leathery face. And no doubt even brighter for her obvious interest.

Tall and sturdily built, not unlike a tree trunk, there was dirt under her fingernails that might have been there for years. Her hands were large, expressive, strong. They too seemed permanently stained with soil. It was as though this senior scientist was slowly, and happily, turning into the things she studied. There was even a leaf stuck to the sleeve of her sweater. Maybe, Isabelle thought, it was growing there.

She thought this prominent botanist could very well be Clara Morrow’s sibling. Just trading food for flora. Like Clara, this woman was bursting with energy, with an enthusiasm that was contagious.

Here was a scientist completely immersed in her field. Probably lots of fields, thought Isabelle.

“Where did you find this?” asked Dr. Lagacé as she handed the plastic bag back to Isabelle.

Lacoste and Beauvoir both knew the question would be asked. There was no need to hide the truth.

“It was at the scene of a crime,” said Isabelle.

“I see. I wish I could help you, but those seeds alone tell me nothing.”

“What if you saw an entire plant?”

“Alive? Healthy?”

The two senior officers exchanged glances.

“Excusez-moi.” Jean-Guy stepped away and sent off a quick text.

Armand’s phone buzzed with an incoming text, but he ignored it. Like everyone else, he was staring at the tape machine. In shock. Willing it to spit out more.

But the tape had run out, and the machine clicked itself off.

“Murder?” Gamache raised his eyes to the archivist, who looked the most surprised of all. “What murder?”

“I have no idea. That’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

“Is there another tape?” asked Clara.

Patrice shook her head. “I looked. There’s only one oral history recording of Flossy Fuller. And I didn’t find anything else in the written archives. Just that.” She pointed to the empty dossier.

“There must be another one,” said Ruth. “No one hears someone say ‘And then there was the murder’ and calls it a day.”

“I agree,” said Gamache. “Do you mind going back to the archives and having a closer look? Whoever conducted the interview must have asked.”

“You would have thought,” agreed Patrice. “I’ll look.”

But again, how could an old murder have anything to do with the body in Lost Nation today?

“Pardon.” He took his phone out and walked a few paces away, placing a call.

“Fortin? Gamache. I need information on a murder in an area called Pleasant Valley, in the Eastern Townships. It was also known as Lost Nation. Oui. Lost Nation.” He had to spell it. “No, I don’t know when. Not recent, though. Before 1967. Could have been much earlier.” He listened, nodding. “Voilà. Get back to me when you can.” Then he had a thought. “Can you also look into a Flossy, probably Florence, Fuller. She was in her nineties in the mid-1960s. Anything you can find, yes.”

Reine-Marie had joined him.

“What are you thinking?” she asked as he hung up.

“I’m wondering why there isn’t a second tape.”

“And?”

He smiled at her. “And you can guess where my thoughts go.”

Where else would the head of homicide’s mind go but to homicide? Why hadn’t Flossy Fuller finished her story?

He then checked the text from Jean-Guy and replied.

“We can take you to where the plants are growing,” said Jean-Guy, putting his phone into his pocket.

“Oh, good.”

Isabelle was pretty sure the botanist almost said “goodie.” She seemed as thrilled as a child at a party who’d been promised cake and ice cream.

Once outside, they met up with Armand, who introduced himself.

“Ahhh,” said Dr. Lagacé. “Homicide.”

“Oui. Thank you for coming. The plant might not be vital to the investigation, but it is a curiosity, and we like to put those to bed.”

“Well, for what it’s worth, I am very curious about your curiosity and will try to solve this one little mystery for you.” She looked around. “Is it . . .”

“Not far. We’ll drive you there.” He looked at her feet and was happy to see sturdy boots.





Chapter 15

 

What’re you doing here?”

Agent Ferdinand almost jumped out of his skin.

“Where’re the others?” An impossibly old woman was standing under a framed photo. Of herself.

The only difference between the woman in the photo and the one in the room was the duck.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

Agent Ferdinand wondered if maybe the woman had had a stroke and her face was frozen in that censorious frown. But no, now it changed. To even more disapproving, with a soupçon of contempt.

He looked around for help, but there was none. He was alone in the Incident Room, and it appeared to be on the verge of an incident.

“Well?” demanded the old woman.

Agent Ferdinand lifted his eyes to the photo and read that her name was Ruth Zardo and she’d been given the Governor General’s award for poetry. And was the fire chief. Though she seemed more likely to start one. He felt about ready to burst into flames.

“I just . . . I was . . . I thought maybe . . .”

“I can see you’re going to go far in the Sûreté.”

To his horror, Madame Zardo, whose name sounded like a circus fortune teller, pulled a chair up.

“What’re you doing?” she demanded again.

“There’s a list on the corkboard. I thought I recognized one of the names.”

“Which one?”

It was, Ruth knew, the list of people who had visited Clara.

Now she walked with a slight limp over to the corkboard and looked at the names. It was not a long list. They were, for the most part, old friends and relatives of the renowned artist, with a couple of exceptions.

“Let me guess.” She used the duck’s beak to point to the names of the couple who’d visited Clara in November. “He’s a lawyer. You probably know him from your work.”

Now Agent Ferdinand was in a quandary. He was afraid to tell her she was wrong. His instinct, one that actually would take him far in the Sûreté, told him that here was a person who very rarely said “I was wrong.” Or “I need help.” And had the words “I’m sorry” ever escaped those thin lips?

“Close,” he said.

“Close? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Next name down.”

“Him? Brian Fillmore? The cousin? How would you know him?”

“I guess you don’t do genealogy.”

“Why would I? You think I want to find deadbeat relatives?”

Or they you? he thought but didn’t say. His survival instinct had finally kicked in.

“I’m not into it either, but my father is. He’s also into conspiracy theories.”

“Interesting combination of hobbies. Fertile ground, I imagine.”

“Well, he’s not a lunatic—” He immediately regretted using that word in the face of a poster child for lunacy, but it was too late now. “My father researches conspiracy theories, hoping to debunk them.”

“Yeah, right. Of course he does.” Even the duck looked skeptical, but then ducks often did. “What’s genealogy got to do with it?”

“It’s what Fillmore does for a living. You really don’t know him?”

“Would I ask if I did?”

“Of course it might not be the same man.” He returned to the desk he’d been using and typed the name into the computer. “The Brian Fillmore I’m thinking of disappeared,” he mumbled as he hit enter. “Or didn’t.”

“Wow, with thinking like that, you do belong in homicide.” Ruth pulled up a chair and sat, watching.

While Agent Ferdinand recognized sarcasm, he couldn’t help but be pleased. “It’s part of the conspiracy theory that’s out there. That he was kidnapped or is living on some tiny island. Or his brother killed him and took over. Wealthy recluses are a real gift to the conspiracy theorist community.”

“There’s a community of them?”

For a moment, both imagined what that might look like.

“Virtual,” said the rookie agent. “There. Is that the man you met here?” He pointed at the screen, triumphant.

“No.”

“No?”

“Not even close.”

On the screen was a photo of an older man, in his sixties, maybe seventies. Distinguished, in a suit and tie.

“That’s not the same man. Ours was much younger.”

She read the write-up under the picture. It described this Brian Fillmore as the founder and CEO of Réunion Inc., a Montréal-based company that used DNA and genealogy research to track down relatives and reunite families.

Using state-of-the-art technology combined with good old-fashioned investigative skills by our professional teams, we repair and make whole your family tree. Reuniting families and restoring deep roots and strong limbs.

“Wow, they sure know how to torture an analogy,” said Ruth. “Know what else restores deep roots?” By this time, Agent Ferdinand wasn’t falling for it. He remained silent. “Bullshit,” said the old poet.

“Well, it’s bullshit that hundreds of thousands worldwide have signed onto. It only started ten years ago, and it’s already made him hundreds of millions. Eccentric, for sure, a recluse. What’s called stealth wealth.”

“Clever. But the guy I met wasn’t a recluse. He was friendly, outgoing even. Interesting. Well traveled. He was in the pharmaceutical industry, I think, or no, wait. Vitamins. We had a discussion about ginkgo biloba.”

“Ginkgo Biloba? The main character in Rocky?”

It took Ruth a beat to understand what he was saying, and a further beat to recognize he must be kidding. It was a very long moment during which the young agent wondered if in trying to make a joke, he’d actually stepped on a rake.

Doiiing.

Then she laughed. The fact it sounded like the madman from every horror movie he’d ever seen was a little off-putting.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” The duck, her familiar, was leering at him. Did ducks have teeth? It seemed an important question.

“You say this man has disappeared?”

“I don’t. The conspiracy theorists do. No one’s seen him in months.”

“Well, isn’t that a necessary part of stealth wealth? The stealth part. It must be voluntary. He doesn’t want his own greedy relatives leeching off him, now that he has money.”

“I guess.”

“Wouldn’t it be easy to prove if something bad happened to him? If he’s the CEO of a huge company, someone would miss him.”

“I agree, it’s unlikely.”

“Well, I can tell you that he’s not the same guy who came down here. Same name, but not the same person.”

“Too bad.” Agent Ferdinand reluctantly closed the page.

He’d thought he was onto something. That his insight would blow the case wide open. Wide open! The Chief Inspector would be in awe. In his debt. And would ask, beg, him to join homicide.

He would accept.

The end.

Except it wasn’t the end. He wondered if maybe he shouldn’t dig a little deeper. He could at least ask his dad about the guy and the rumors.

As Ruth left the Old Train Station, she wondered if maybe there wasn’t something there. The Brian Fillmore they’d met, Clara’s cousin, was a little eccentric, now that she thought about it. If for no other reason than the clothes he wore.

Yes, she’d have to ask Clara and the others about him. There was something strange there. And if anyone knew strange, it was Ruth Zardo.

But things were about to get a whole lot stranger.

Dr. Lagacé stepped over the outer ring of crime scene tape. The Chief Inspector nodded to the agent on duty, who had saluted.

“An odd place to bury people,” the botanist said as she followed Gamache deeper into the wood. “In the middle of a forest. I wonder why.”

“It wasn’t a forest when they were buried. It was fields. The forest grew up around them.”

It seemed to him more than a little poetic. He, alone among them, had heard Flossy Fuller’s story. The people buried here had cut down trees. Cleared the land. Logged the forest. Fed off it.

And now the trees fed off them. The people of Lost Nation were now part of the very woods they’d worked.

Dr. Lagacé jogged to keep up with the long strides of the Chief Inspector. “You’re with homicide. This is a murder, right?”

For the first time, the scientist’s excitement had waned. She looked serious, even, almost pale.

“Yes.”

Dr. Lagacé gave a curt nod and hurried forward. But after only a few steps, she reached for Gamache.

“Stop.”

“What is it?” Then he followed her eyes. She was staring at the grave.

“It’s Miss Wolcott’s Ghost.”





Chapter 16

 

Miss Wolcott’s Ghost?” said Gamache. “What do you mean?”

He was looking at Dr. Lagacé. Behind her, he could see Jean-Guy and Isabelle. Both standing very still. Looking at the grave. To see if they could also see an apparition.

As homicide investigators, they were deeply rational. Digging for facts, collecting evidence. But it was, finally, not facts but feelings that would lead them to the truth. To the murderer.

Facts could only take them so far. It was the things they couldn’t see that would reveal who had committed the terrible act. Who had made a ghost.

None of the officers standing in the cemetery under the spreading maple trees, infused with those who’d cleared the land, dismissed what the botanist had just said as delusion.

Those who hunted killers knew that ghosts existed, though were extremely rare.

Was there one with them now? A Miss Wolcott? But there wasn’t a tombstone with that name. Maybe she was the one in the grave where they found the body. Risen and angered by the violation of her peace.

“I mean exactly that.” The botanist pointed to the grave. “Don’t you see it?”

“I see nothing,” said Beauvoir.

“Then you’re blind. Look!”

“Wait a minute,” said Lacoste. “Do you mean the plant?”

“Of course I mean the plant. You didn’t think I meant a real ghost?”

Suddenly galvanized, Aimée Lagacé ran to the grave and fell to her knees. Reaching out, she cupped one of the plants, as she might hold the face of an infant.

“Miss Wolcott’s Ghost,” she whispered, and looked up at Gamache, who was standing beside her. “We all thought it was extinct.” She looked around. “What’s it doing here?”

But Armand was no longer paying attention. He was staring at the tombstone.

“I’m a fool.”

He stepped away and made a call. Or at least tried. But there was no reception. Looking around, he remembered the ridge he’d stumbled along when first approaching the cemetery.

“Stay with her,” he said, even as he made for the higher ground. “Make sure nothing’s disturbed.”

“Patron?” Beauvoir called after him, then turned to Lacoste.

“You go,” she said, reading his thoughts. “I’ll stay with her.”

Beauvoir ran after the Chief, who was now making his way up the side of the steep hill, clutching branches and saplings to pull himself forward.

At the top, out of breath, he paused for just a moment, then made the call.

“Fortin? Gamache. About the murder in Lost Nation . . . No, I’m not surprised you haven’t found anything. Can you check this date, May 29, 1914? I think it might be the day of the murder. Yes, 1914. Did you get that?” The reception still wasn’t good. “I’m sending you a photo of a headstone. It has that date. We’re trying to work out the person’s name. Allô? Allô?”

The line was dead.

Gamache heaved a sigh of frustration and looked around, settling on staring out across the ancient landscape.

Beauvoir arrived beside him. “Patron,” he managed between heaves, and followed Gamache’s eyes. Jean-Guy had run by it so fast earlier that morning to get to Gamache that he hadn’t taken it in.

Now he did.

The two men stood shoulder to shoulder. Gamache deep in thought. Beauvoir in awe. He half expected to see a quetzalcoatlus fly by. He’d made the mistake of calling the biggest flying dinosaur a pterodactyl. Only to have his eight-year-old son correct him. Firmly.

Honoré had become fascinated with dinosaurs. Even Idola, who could not see all that well, loved the bright pictures of the long-extinct creatures. Ruth had made her a stuffed brachiosaurus in fluorescent pink, and a lime green raptor for Honoré.

Jean-Guy took a photo.

“For Honoré and Idola?”

“And Ruth. What was that all about?”

“That oral history of Lost Nation ended with the woman, Flossy Fuller, saying, ‘And then there was the murder.’ There’s no way an interviewer heard that and didn’t follow up. But there’s no sign of another tape, and the transcription of the first is missing.”

“You’re thinking the name and date on the headstone might be that murder victim. But how could it have anything to do with our body?”

“I don’t know. But I want to. Even if the murderer is long dead, we know these types of crimes reverberate through the generations. We need to know who was murdered, and if it was ever solved.”

“There must be another tape.”

“Agreed. The archivist is looking to see if it’s been misplaced. Reine-Marie’s also at the archives trying to find out more about Madame Fuller and the interviewer. There must be records of who did the oral histories. She sounded young. She might still be alive.”

Armand looked back down the hill to where the body had been found. “We need to know if the murder Flossy Fuller mentioned is somehow connected to the grave. If so, what brought the dead man to this particular one? And why was he killed there?”

“Why was he killed at all?”

“Surrounded by Miss Wolcott’s Ghost,” said Gamache.

His phone buzzed. Inspector Fortin again.

“You found something?”

“Not yet, patron, but I wanted to give you an update. Our agents have interviewed everyone on Madame Morrow’s list. Well, almost everyone. As you know, the four people who visited her in November and are most of interest all have alibis, but there is something strange.”

“I’m putting you on speaker. Jean-Guy is here.”

“Salut, Alain, what’ve you got?”

“We can’t find two of the people on the list. There’s no answer from their phones, and their emails bounce back. We’re trying to track them down but thought you’d like to know. Everyone else checks out.”

“Their names?” Jean-Guy pulled up Clara’s list on his phone.

“Brian Fillmore and Jeanette Bouchard.”

“Fillmore visited Clara March 10, stayed one night,” Jean-Guy read. “Bouchard was here on March 15, just for the day.” He looked at Gamache. “So, neither of them could be involved. According to the coroner, the murder happened months before that.”

“Just wanted you to know,” said Fortin. “I’ll call as soon as I have information on that date, patron.”

“Merci.” Gamache hung up and stared once more across the valley. It was indeed pleasant. Though his thoughts were less so.

Things were not lining up nicely. Not even facts. This was off-putting.

“Armand,” Jean-Guy began. He sounded hesitant.

He almost never called his father-in-law by his first name while at work. But they were alone now.

“Oui?”

“Dr. Harris dated the death based on the first snow that stayed. It would have to have been cold enough to freeze the body and then cover him with snow. When the thaw came in late April, that’s when the decomposition started.”

“Yes, I know.”

“But suppose she’s wrong.”

“How could she be wrong?” Armand turned to him. “What’re you thinking?”

“I’m thinking there were two events that Dr. Harris describes. The first is a hard frost and snowfall, and then—”

“Oh, Jesus. The early thaw.” Gamache’s face opened in wonder. “The short-lived one in March.”

Was it possible they had the date of death so wrong?

Gamache called Fortin. “I need you to put a priority on finding those two. Fillmore and Bouchard. Find out everything you can about them. It’s possible we were wrong about that date of death. It might have been in March.”

“Yessir.”

“I just looked it up,” said Jean-Guy. “That thaw was unusually long. Lasted six days, and the temperature got up to fifty-five degrees on day three. That’s the day we took the kids to sugaring off.”

“Which might explain why the dead man had boots, to get through the snow still in the forest, but no heavy jacket.”

“After that, it got bitter cold again, with more snow.” Jean-Guy was already on the phone to the coroner. “Sharon? Is it possible the man died in March?”

“Have you been snorting éclairs again? Voyons, I told you. It had to have been—” She stopped. “What’re you thinking?”

When he told her, there was silence. Well, not complete. He could hear tapping on keys.

“There was a thaw in March. A significant one.” More silence. “Yes, yes, it’s possible.”

“Merci. And not éclairs. Butter tarts.” He hung up.

Armand was on the phone with Clara. “We need to meet. I have to hear everything you know about Brian Fillmore and Jeanette Bouchard.”

“Brian? So funny you should say that. Ruth was just asking about him.”

“Why?”

“Seems your young agent at the Incident Room recognized his name.”

In the background, he heard Ruth call out, “A rookie is one step ahead of you, Clouseau. You’re slowing down.”

That sounded to the Chief Inspector about right for this investigation. A lost nation. An obscure date on a strange headstone. A ghost. And now he was being schooled by a rookie. And Ruth.

When they returned to the cemetery, they found the botanist arguing with Isabelle Lacoste. Both turned at the sound of the footsteps.

“She won’t let me take any of the plants.”

“I’ve tried to explain, this is a crime scene. A murder investigation. Not a botany class.”

“I understand. But I don’t think you understand what a find this is. A plant long considered extinct?”

“We need to go,” said Armand. Then he reconsidered, and turned to Isabelle. “Take one of the plants and put it in my garden.”

“Yours, patron?” asked Isabelle.

“Oui. Mine. I want it close, where we can see it.”

“Can I take one back to my lab?”

“Non. Not yet.”

“All right, but at least let me be the one to transplant it.”

At a nod from him, she once more got on her knees and dug around one of the plants. Bringing out a root ball, she held it in front of her as one might a child. Or a sacrifice.

They followed her through the woods, out of Lost Nation. High Priestess and acolytes.

Armand had other things on his mind. The plant, while a curiosity, was not vital to their investigation.

Or so he thought.





Chapter 17

 

Reine-Marie had returned to Three Pines from the historical society. After failing to find Armand, she sent him a text with the information she’d dug up, then joined her friends on the sunny terrace outside the bistro.

Myrna, Clara, and Ruth were there. As she sat down, Gabri brought her a cold mug of beer.

“You look like you could use one.” He also put down a bowl of mixed nuts and joined them.

“Beer?” said Ruth. “Yech.” But that didn’t stop her from taking a long swig after which Rosa made a noise that sounded like a burp but could not have been.

Could it? wondered Reine-Marie.

“Did you find another tape?” Clara asked.

“No. No tape. No transcript.” She wondered if she should tell them what she did find in the newspaper morgue on microfiche but decided not to. Not until Armand had had a chance to absorb it. “What were you talking about?”

“That fellow who visited in March,” said Ruth. “Brian Fillmore.”

Reine-Marie thanked Olivier for the second beer, which she kept in her hand. It was already perspiring in the heat. And so was she.

“Comfortable, are you?” Olivier asked Gabri. “Can I get you anything?”

“A lemonade would be nice, merci.” If he picked up on the sarcasm, it didn’t show.

Olivier flung the dish towel over his shoulder and walked back into the bistro muttering.

Ruth leaned closer to Gabri. “I wouldn’t drink that lemonade if I were
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I sincerely hope you are reading this after you’ve finished the book and not before. There are some revelations here that will spoil the book, so be warned. Continue at own your peril. (I have always wanted the chance to say/write that.)

Now, some of you horticulturalists will have recognized the similarity in name between the fictional plant, Miss Wolcott’s Ghost, and the real one, Miss Willmott’s Ghost. There are other similarities besides the name, but there are also many points of departure. Hence the name change, and the fact this is a work of fiction and imagination.

Having said that, the mystery plant (and woman) at the center of this tale was definitely inspired by the real Miss Willmott and the myths that have swirled around her.

I vividly remember when I first met Miss Willmott. Her photo and description are on a wall in the Garden Museum on the banks of the River Thames in London. I was there almost ten years ago with my great friend and head of the Knowlton Garden Club, Kirk Lawrence. Now, there are many plaques and descriptions of renowned gardeners, their gardens, and their importance in horticulture at the museum. But for some reason I was drawn to Miss Willmott and the description of her unwanted and unloved Ghost. I won’t go into the story of the real woman; it’s so much better if you look her up yourself. But I will say that the story stayed with me. So much so, even Kirk remembers that moment.

That was, as I say, years ago. Such is one of the many joys of the writing life. We collect details, facts we can then use to inspire fiction. I sat with Miss Willmott for a very long time. Then the opportunity arose to place her in the book. In the village of Three Pines. In the Gamaches’ own garden. This book was originally called Miss Willmott’s Ghost, but then partway in I realized I had to depart from the real woman and her remarkable story. And create my own character.

And so arose Miss Daisy Wolcott. I grew to love her, and never more than in the very last line of this book, as she takes Jean-Guy’s hand. (There’s one of those spoilers.)

In that moment, two historical events merge. Miss Willmott/Wolcott meets the Empress of Ireland.

Another joy of the writing life is taking little known or inexplicably forgotten events and bringing them to the fore. And few are more inexplicably forgotten than the sinking of that luxury liner. As Armand and the others repeat, “How could I not have known?”

Not coincidently, that was what I said when I first heard about the sinking of the ship and the great loss of life. How is the loss of the Empress, and more than one thousand lives, not as well-known as other maritime tragedies? How could I not have known?

As Nobel Prize laureate and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel once said, “To forget the dead would be akin to killing them a second time.” He was, of course, talking about the atrocity of the Holocaust. But his point reverberates throughout history when the victims of terrible events are forgotten through indifference or are deliberately erased. Disappeared.

It is time to remember this dreadful event and those who went down in a passenger ship that foundered in just fourteen minutes. Like Miss Willmott, I held on to that story for years until I found a plot I thought would do it, and them, justice.

Now, the sinking of the Empress has not been completely forgotten. Several books have been written about it, including the excellent Beneath Dark Waters by Eve Lazarus, which I read in preparation for writing Miss Wolcott’s Ghost.

But there is one more example in this book of reaching into the past to throw light on the forgotten, and that’s a place very close to where I live.

Lost Nation.

It exists. Or, existed. The cemetery is there. In the woods. Overgrown. Forlorn and forgotten except for a small plaque erected by the local historical society. But few, if any, visit. Or even know it’s there.

I’d heard about Lost Nation. It would be mentioned now and then at dinner parties, in passing. When asked, I would nod and say I knew it. That was a lie. I have no idea why I lied except I sometimes panic and feel I should know something when I don’t. As a result, of course, I never learn about it.

But like Miss Willmott, and the Empress of Ireland, I filed Lost Nation away in an increasingly cluttered mind. Until . . . 

Actually, this book had yet another title. Before Miss Willmott’s Ghost, and long before Miss Wolcott’s Ghost, its original title was The Lost Nation. But my publishers and I agreed that sounded, in this climate, like some political screed. Which, of course, this is not. So, it was changed, but the plotline of Lost Nation survived.

Before I could write about Lost Nation, I needed to visit it. Only problem was my original lie . . . claiming to know it, and by extension, where it was. The lie, like most do, came home to roost. I had no idea how to find it, so I began to ask around. Some people had heard of it, but most had no idea where it actually was. And those who did know, kind of, had no idea how to find the cemetery.

Over dinner one night I mentioned it to my friends Peter and Normand. They had the confidence to admit they didn’t know it. I told them I wanted to write about it but would need to visit. We went on to other topics. But then a month or so later Peter wrote to say he’d found both Lost Nation and the cemetery! He included a photo of himself in it, and a description of scrambling up steep hills through thick forests to get there.

That was in the late fall. Then the snows came, and Lost Nation was inaccessible. But as soon as spring arrived a group of us that included Normand and my assistant Lise and her husband Del followed Peter up the hill and through the forest to Lost Nation. And those buried there.

It was a very emotional moment for me. By then I’d used Peter’s description and photos to write the scenes set in the graveyard. Scenes that would need to be adjusted, now that I got to stand in the cemetery and take it in. And wander, reading the headstones of those who had lived, and died, in Lost Nation.

While we stood there, a neighbor and her dog approached. At first, we were worried. Had we trespassed? Had we done something inappropriate? But she was smiling and before long we were chatting. Then we walked back through the woods to her home. She said we were welcome to visit anytime but asked one thing. To help the cemetery. To raise money for its upkeep.

To not forget the dead and the lives lived in the Québec forest.

And so that is my pledge. We are working with the Brome County Historical Society to meet that goal. And with local tour groups to include the cemetery on their Three Pines tours.

I also had the great pleasure of writing about Peter guiding Armand through the forest to the cemetery. Thank you Peter and Normand!

Thank you Lise, my longtime assistant and friend. Thank you Isabelle, the newest member of Team Three Pines. Isa has become invaluable in both my professional and personal life. Thank you Linda Lyall, who answers most of the emails and designs the websites. Without you three, the core group, there’s no way I could write the books. You make my life not just easier, but far more fun. I hope it is mutual. (Lise also traffics in jelly beans . . . as a writing aid.)

Thank you to my editors Kelley Ragland and Jo Dickinson. You have made Miss Wolcott’s Ghost so much better with your notes and insights.

Thank you to Sarah Melnyk and Jamie Broadhurst, my publicists. As you might know, this past year and a half has been challenging with decisions (unpopular in some quarters) I have made. But Sarah and Jamie and others have risen to the challenge. Thank you as well to Paul Hochman and Allison Ziegler and to the whole team at Minotaur Books/SMPG, including David Rotstein for his remarkable cover design!

Thank you to Emma Harrow and the team at Hodder & Stoughton in the UK.

Thank you to the team at Macmillan Audio and the remarkable Alfred Molina, whose masterful read has brought Three Pines and all the characters to life.

Thank you to my brilliant agent David Gernert and his team. Thank you Louise Loiselle, my Québec publisher.

Thank you Steven Barclay, for your work on the tours and your friendship.

Thank you to my friend Joan Westland for telling me over lunches at Buzz about the Receiver of Wrecks. I do want to point out that those who hold that position in this book are fictional and have no relationship to real people.

Speaking of friends, none of this would matter if I lived in a void. None of this would be possible. The books are about friendship. Belonging. Community. To that end I want to thank my community of Knowlton/Lac Brome. My neighbors. The town for being so supportive. My fellow merchants. To those who helped create and support the Café Three Pines. To Danny and Lucy at Brome Lake Books, to Ariane who collaborates with Lucy in designing items inspired by the books.

Thank you to Rocky in London. To Mellissa and Paul, Don and Erin, John and Connie, Andy, Jennifer, Allida and Judy, Oscar and Brendan, Joan, Kirk and Walter, Pascale and Jean, Mohamad and Nataliya, Jack and Jane, Bonnie, Sukie, Patsy, Hillary and Bill, Kathleen, Ann (Cleeves and Drake), Judy, Lyse, Eliza, Will and David. Thank you Tara and Matthew and Jaime. My golf partner Lois. Thank you Jon. Thank you David and (Inspector) Linda Chernin Rosenblatt.

Speaking of Inspectors, thank you to my accountant Samantha Eidinger for lending me her name! Thanks to Nathalie and Lisa and Marie-Josée.
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Thank you to Muggins and Charlie. Also my family. For the cuddles and company and laughs.

I know I have left out many people. Please forgive me.

These Three Pines stories are not just books, they are one long love letter to friendship, to belonging. To decency triumphing over cruelty. To courage. To goodness. To kindness and hope.

The books are one long thank you to you, dear reader, for giving me a life I never dreamed possible.
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