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Chapter 1

 

The phone rang. Again.

It was the fourth time in eight minutes.

All from the same number. All ignored by the head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec. In the hopes it would go away.

But like most things ignored, it just got worse.

The first peal had interrupted the peace of the Gamaches’ back garden this Sunday morning in mid-August, in the Québec village of Three Pines. It broke into Armand’s thoughts as he sat on the fieldstone terrasse, absently brushing croissant flakes from his shirt and sipping strong, smooth café au lait.

While Reine-Marie read the paper, his section lay folded and warming and gathering crumbs on his lap. He tilted his head back slightly to the sun, taking a deep breath of the late-summer air. Then he contemplated the bobbing black-eyed Susans and the morning glories and sweet pea and purple Jackmanii Superba clematis climbing the fence that separated them from the mad poet next door.

It was a lovely, though ineffective, barrier. Barbed wire would have to be added.

Actually, the duck was the menace. Thank God Rosa seemed to have forgotten that she could fly. Or, more likely, she simply chose not to.

Paper read, or ignored, and mugs in hand, they strolled down the long dew-glistening lawn, past the huge maple with the swing for the grandchildren, pausing now and then to examine the perennial beds, until they reached the point where their property ended and the rest of the world began.

This was the Gamaches’ Sunday ritual. In lives so unpredictable, they found sanctuary in certainty. Even if just for a moment.

Life was, after all, made up of tiny choices. Like a pointillist painting, no one dot, no one choice, defined it. But together? There emerged a picture. A life.

Where to live, where to sit. What to eat, to drink, to wear. Whether to cut the grass or let it become meadow. What to say and, perhaps more important, what not to say.

What job to take. What calling.

What call.

Returning to the sun-trap that was the stone terrace, he stretched out his legs, leaned back, closed his eyes, and Armand Gamache thought of . . . nothing. His mind a welcome blank.

So much peace. So much to break.

When that first call came through, Armand had reached for the phone, with every intention of answering. It was, after all, his private number. Only friends and family had it.

But his finger stopped on its way to swiping the screen.

Then he slowly replaced the phone on the table, narrowed his eyes, and as the ringing continued, he stared ahead. No longer seeing the garden. No longer hearing the birds or the cicadas, which managed to be both intrusive and comforting.

All were consumed by the ringing, ringing. As was he.

Reine-Marie lowered the newspaper slightly. Just enough to look at her husband, then down at the phone. She could not see the number, but she could see the creases forming at the corners of Armand’s eyes and mouth.

Now in his late fifties, his clean-shaven face was lined and weathered. From decades spent kneeling in snowy fields, in forests, and on the rocky shores of turbulent lakes, on sunbaked pavements. Staring down at a corpse.

As the head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec, Armand Gamache had seen more than his share of death. Violent, brutal, devastating death. Unnatural death.

Which was why, to balance the details of an autopsy, he sought the bumble of bees and racket of crickets. To offset a report from one of his agents into a murder, he listened to the wind through the forest, and smelled the musky scent of autumn leaves. They were his balm. His calm.

It was why home and family and a peaceful Sunday in a garden meant so much. To him. To them.

His hair was wavy and now mostly grey. It curled around his ears and at his collar. He needs a trim, Reine-Marie thought.

He was tall, over six feet, sturdily built, and far more likely to be mistaken, by anyone who met him casually, for a professor of arcane history than for a man who hunted killers.

And still the ringing continued. And the creases on his face deepened into crevices.

He could have, she knew, declined the call. But he didn’t. He could have shut off the phone. But he didn’t. Instead, he allowed it to ring. And ring. As he stared into the distance.

Finally, it stopped.

“Wrong number?” she asked.

He looked at her. “Non. Wrong person.”

Who must have, he thought, called by mistake. Easily done. He’d done it himself.

Yes. It was only that. A mistake. This call was not intended for him.

Reine-Marie raised her brows but left it at that.

And then he smiled at her. And as he did, the furrows deepened. And she was reminded that while some of the lines down his face were certainly caused by pain and sorrow, stress and grief, by far the deepest impressions were made by just this. Smiling. Like lines on a map, these chartered the longitude and latitude, the journey of a man who had found happiness.

Though there was the deep scar at his temple, which cut across the other lines.

Silence once again descended on the garden. After a tense few moments, they raised their sections of the weekend paper and went back to reading.

Three Pines was not on any map and was only ever found by people who had lost their way. They’d crest the hill and stop, looking in wonderment across the top of the forest, to the Green Mountains of Vermont beyond the borders of Québec. Then, dropping their eyes, they would see something even more unexpected.

There, in the middle of nowhere, fieldstone and clapboard homes and rose-brick shops circled a village green. People would be out walking their dogs, or working in their gardens, or sitting on the bench on the green. Chatting. In at least one case, to herself.

In the center, three immense pine trees towered skyward. Like a beacon. A signal.

A sign.

You are home and you are safe.

Those who chose to stay—and not everyone did, though all were welcome—soon realized that the village was not impervious to the passage of time, or tragedy, any more than any community.

It was a haven, not a hiding place.

What Three Pines offered was comfort in an ever-changing world. It offered a place at the table, it offered company and acceptance. And croissants.

It offered a hand to hold.

Three Pines was where the head of homicide for the Sûreté du Québec and his librarian wife had chosen to live. To make a home. Not to escape from the horrors of the world, but to heal from them.

But the world had found them, that Sunday morning. As the Gamaches sat peacefully in their back garden. The ringing, ringing, ringing had begun again. And again Armand ignored it.

The peal now mixed in, perversely, with the ringing of the church bell.

St. Thomas’s was calling the faithful.

And something else entirely was calling Armand Gamache.

“Answer the fucking phone!” A handful of compost, or dirt, or . . . was lobbed over the fence.

And still the phone rang. Then abruptly stopped mid-ring. Making the sudden silence almost as jarring as the sound.

When, a few minutes later, it rang for the third time, Reine-Marie lowered the weekend paper completely and looked first at the phone, then at her husband.

“For God’s sake, Armand, who is it? Is it work?” Though she knew it could not be. He’d have answered.

After a brief hesitation, he held the phone up for her to see. There was no name, but she recognized the first few digits. A government number. Federal, not provincial. Though she had no idea whose number it was, it was clear that her husband knew who was calling. And calling. Knew who he was ignoring.

“Do you want me to answer?”

“Non.” He drew the phone to him, as though to protect her from it. He felt the vibration against his chest and moved it away.

The caller was already in his head, he sure didn’t want them burrowing into his heart.

At that moment the ringing stopped, and he replaced the phone on the table.

The peace of their Sunday lay in shards around them. Even the quiet wasn’t calming. It seemed merely a prelude to what they both knew was coming.

A few minutes later, it arrived, and when it did, Armand’s patience broke. Grabbing the phone, he gave the screen a vicious swipe and stood up.

He listened for a few moments before saying, “Go to hell.”

Then, as Reine-Marie stared in shock, he hung up. She’d never heard him speak to anyone like that. She was sure in his professional life it was sometimes necessary, but here? In their backyard?

“Tell me,” she said when he turned back to her, his knuckles white where he gripped the phone.

And he did.

Reine-Marie listened, then let out a long exhale. Now she understood why he’d refused to answer the calls.

“What did she want?”

“To meet.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”

“I can’t believe she’d contact you,” said Reine-Marie. “After what happened last time.”

They waited for another call, but none came. The next hour was spent apparently at ease, but their shoulders had inched up, and Reine-Marie had had to read the same book review several times before finally giving up.

“Let’s go to the bistro,” she said, hauling herself out of the chair. “We need a distraction.”

“You might need a distraction,” he said, getting up too. “I need a pain au chocolat.”

She laughed and saw him smile. But the creases that appeared were from worry, not amusement.





Chapter 10

 

Reine-Marie sat in the study, staring at the blank screen. Knowing she should look. But putting it off.

Armand had called to tell her he’d gone to the rendezvous, and what had happened.

“There’s video. It’s going to be all over the internet and on the news.”

“Are you all right?” That was really all she cared about.

“Yes.” She heard the hubbub behind him, of shouting and sirens.

“Are you coming home?”

“Not just yet. But I’ll be home tonight. Not for dinner, but later.”

He was tempted to say, Don’t wait up. But he knew she would.

That had been an hour ago.

Clara sat in Myrna’s loft above the bookstore, a glass of beer partway to her lips.

On the sofa, facing the television, Myrna and Billy Williams also watched as the CBC anchor announced the lead story of the six o’clock news. And the video began.

Billy reached out to take Myrna’s hand. And Myrna reached for Clara.

Gabri stood in the laundry room off the kitchen of the B&B, shoving bedding and towels into the washing machine. Their guest had checked out, and this needed doing before he could sit down with a cocktail. But not the one the elderly man had suggested. That had been vile.

The television was on in the living room, tuned to the French Radio-Canada television news. At the mention of Chief Inspector Gamache of the Sûreté du Québec, Gabri stopped what he was doing and poked his head around the corner.

Then, a towel still in his hand, he walked into the room and dropped onto the sofa. His eyes wide, his mouth partly open, he twisted the towel as the video played.

Oh, fuck,” muttered Ruth.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” agreed Rosa. A contrary fowl who rarely agreed with anything, this time there was no argument and no other word for it.

Before the story was even over, Ruth scooped up Rosa and headed for the door.

Bonjour?”

Reine-Marie turned to see Clara in the doorway of the study. Then Gabri and Olivier appeared. Then Myrna. And finally, though out of sight, Reine-Marie heard, “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

“We let ourselves in,” said Olivier, as though it were unusual and needed to be said.

“Are you okay?” Clara asked.

“Have you seen it?” asked Myrna.

“Armand called and told me, but I haven’t yet.” Reine-Marie looked at the clock on the bookcase and was surprised to see it was ten past six. “It’s all over the news?”

“Oui,” said Gabri.

“All you need to know is that Armand and Jean-Guy are all right,” said Olivier.

“She needs to know more than that.” Ruth’s querulous voice entered the room, followed by the rest of the old poet. Her rheumy blue eyes held Reine-Marie’s. “You need to see it. So your imagination won’t make it worse than it already is.”

And Reine-Marie knew two things.

The demented old woman was right. And that was why they were there. So that she wouldn’t be alone when she watched.

The curtains at the window billowed softly, like a breath, as fresh air wafted in from the village green. It brought with it the scent of grass, and the sound of children playing, and the soft murmur of bees bumbling in the intertwined honeysuckle and sweet pea growing up the trellis.

How nice it was, how peaceful, thought Reine-Marie, to live in a place where bumbling was a virtue. Even a necessity. And where lives were intertwined.

Then, as Clara took the chair beside her and held her hand, Reine-Marie watched.

Armand went back to their city apartment, where he showered and changed into a light blue shirt, a summer sweater, and slacks.

When he’d undressed, he was not surprised to see scrapes and bruises. Welts. Most not actually painful. What hurt the most was his left foot. It was swollen and bruised.

Armand put antiseptic on the cuts and scrapes.

The clothes he’d been in lay in a lump in the corner of the bedroom. They’d have to be thrown out. They were torn, and stained with dirt and blood. Beyond repair.

Beauvoir had found and given him the shoe that had flown off, and now Armand put it on, since he didn’t have another pair in that apartment.

He’d tried to clean it with a washcloth but couldn’t get the deep scuffing off.

It was the least of his concerns. That thought brought back what Charles had said. He’d made it clear that the Sûreté being compromised was the least of it.

But he hadn’t said what “it” was.

They now knew that his full name was Charles Langlois. He lived on rue Versailles, in the Petite-Bourgogne quartier of Montréal. They got that much from the wallet they’d found on his body. There was also a house key and phone, but nothing else.

Gamache had gone directly from the crime scene to that address, not stopping to clean up or change. He needed to get to Charles’s family quickly, before they saw the video.

So far, a search of the database had not shown anything for a Charles Langlois. He had no police record. While Beauvoir drove, Gamache took a call from Chief Superintendent Toussaint.

“I’m watching a video, Armand. Is there something you’d like to tell me?”

“I was just about to call you.”

Beauvoir shot him a look and wondered how truthful that was.

Gamache told the Chief Superintendent what had happened, albeit a carefully curated version.

“You say this man, the dead man, asked to meet you? So this wasn’t a random act.”

“Definitely targeted.”

“You’re sure? There’s no further risk to the public?”

“Not from the SUV, non.”

If the Superintendent heard the implication, she did not follow up.

“The Mayor of Montréal will be holding a news conference. She wants us both there. The video’s already all over the internet.”

He muttered under his breath, and the Chief Super did not ask him to repeat it.

“Are you sure it wasn’t a terror attack?”

“Absolutely.”

“Are you sure you were not the target, Armand?”

He saw once again the face, the eyes, of the driver. Locking on him for an instant. Before shifting to Charles. “Absolutely sure.”

“You need to tell me everything you know, Chief Inspector. I’ll be in my office.”

“Understood.”

What he understood was that he was in for a dressing-down.

Chief Superintendent Toussaint was younger than him by ten years. She’d come up through Cybercrimes and the Anti-Terror unit. While some grumbled that she’d been appointed simply because she was a Black woman, Gamache knew different. He’d been one of her professors at the academy, back in the day. And several years ago, after he was demoted, he’d put her name forward to replace him as Chief Superintendent of the Sûreté du Québec, though that was confidential, and he doubted she knew.

It was, after all, irrelevant.

The Chief Superintendent had earned her place at the top. And, Gamache knew, he’d earned whatever consequences were coming his way. For not foreseeing what would happen. For not preventing it.

“I’m on my way to speak to the dead man’s family.”

“Get here as soon as you can. I’ll be waiting,” she snapped. Then her voice softened. “Are you sure you’re all right, Armand?”

“I’m fine, Madeleine. Merci.”

As he hung up, he could feel the doubt, planted by Charles, spreading. Could he really trust Toussaint? He’d helped put her in place, but things happened to people in power. And she had more power than most.

As they drove to Charles’s home, Gamache tucked in his shirt and tried to at least clean up his hands and face and smooth his hair so that he was more presentable. When the body had been removed, he’d taken back his suit jacket and put it on, to cover the all-too-obvious blood on his white shirt. Now he wondered if that had been a mistake. The jacket was torn, and there was blood on it too.

Leave it on, or take it off? What would be less horrific for Charles’s family?

There seemed no good choice. Just degrees of bad.

Beauvoir drove, silent in the car, trying to find the words to apologize.

As they stopped at a traffic light, Armand turned to his son-in-law. Knowing what he was thinking. Feeling.

“The vehicle was electric. It made no sound. You were focused on the café, and rightly so. I saw it parked there and said nothing. I could have signaled you, Jean-Guy, but didn’t.”

“Because you trusted me to have checked it out.” Jean-Guy’s hands were tight on the wheel. His eyes forward.

He wondered how long it would be before he stopped seeing the Chief’s face, and the streak of black.

“I should have.”

“And I should have understood the danger sooner. And Charles Langlois should have met me in my office and not a public place.”

Armand wondered how long it would be before he stopped seeing Charles’s face, when he knew he was dying. He was twenty-seven years old and lying broken on the road. Some stranger holding his sticky hand.

“There’s enough blame to go around, Jean-Guy, there always is. We need to set that aside and figure out who did this and why.”

And what was going to happen next. Because there was a next. Something was about to happen.

“Oui.”

Both were lost in their own thoughts for the rest of the journey.

“You’re that cop.” The downstairs neighbor had come out onto her landing when she heard the knocking on her neighbor’s door. She eyed the larger, the older, of the two men, bloody and disheveled. “From the video.”

Gamache sighed. Were they too late to get to the family?

The neighbor’s eyes widened as she looked at the door, then back at them. “Was that him? The guy who was killed?”

“Does Charles Langlois live here?” When she nodded, Gamache added, “Alone?”

“Oui. Never seen or heard anyone up there with him. God, that’s awful. Terrorists, do you think? That’s what they’re saying.”

“Non, not terrorists. How long’s he been here?”

The woman thought. “Less than a year, I’d say. The landlord’ll know more.”

“We’ll need the landlord’s name and number,” said Beauvoir. “And yours.”

Gamache knocked, then knocked again, before using the key they’d found on Charles’s body. They walked in. And stopped.

The single room was a shambles. Books splayed on the floor. The cushions of the sofa bed ripped. The mattress tipped over.

The drawers of the old desk in the corner were pulled out and contents dumped.

“I’ll get forensics,” said Beauvoir.

“And find out if the other neighbors saw or heard anything.”

While Beauvoir did that, Gamache stood in the small studio apartment, surveying the mess. Then he walked slowly around. Not touching anything.

There was no computer. No papers or notebooks that he could see. It had all been scooped. Gamache walked over to the wall where he could see staples with scraps of paper trapped under them. Whatever had been up there had been ripped off, leaving just the corners.

But he recognized those scraps, and so did Jean-Guy when he returned.

“Map,” he said, joining Gamache. “Charles had a huge map stapled up.”

“The neighbors?”

Beauvoir shook his head. “The woman downstairs is the only one in right now, but she said she was out most of the afternoon. Didn’t hear or see anyone.”

Clothes were scattered on the floor, pockets turned inside out.

“Look at this.” Gamache was kneeling over a sweater. On it was a pin with a symbol. “Recognize it?”

It was the yin-and-yang symbol, half in blue, half green. With a leaping fish in the middle.

“Non,” said Jean-Guy.

Gamache struggled a little to stand up, the bruising and stiffness setting in. Beauvoir reached out to steady him. “We’ll have to get a hoist soon, patron.”

Gamache smiled. “I can still take you.” Though both knew that had stopped being true a few years earlier.

“Someone obviously did this while he was at Open Da Night,” said Beauvoir. “So they must’ve known about the rendezvous.”

Gamache nodded.

“But why not kill him before you met, if they knew about it and were so afraid of what he’d say to you?”

Gamache stood looking out the window, his hands clasped behind his back, and considered the question.

“Maybe they didn’t know about our meeting.” His warm breath clouded the windowpane. “It’s possible they were following him, and when they saw him talking to a Sûreté officer, they panicked. Throwing something together at the last minute. Sending someone here to rifle his place, then running him over in broad daylight. It doesn’t seem like a well-thought-out plan.”

“They must be shitting themselves,” said Beauvoir. “They don’t know what he told you, and now you’d have told others. They couldn’t contain it.”

“The problem is, he didn’t tell me anything.”

You know, Charles had said. Or at least you suspect.

Gamache sighed in frustration. Charles had been wrong. He neither knew nor suspected.

Beauvoir’s phone buzzed with a text from Lacoste. “Shit. They found the SUV in Terrebonne, the Lachenaie landfill. And the driver.”

Gamache turned from the window. “Dead?”

“One shot in the head. No ID. She’s sending photos.”

Gamache had often wondered if it was intentional, or unintentionally ironic, that the place the city had chosen to dump all its garbage was called Terrebonne. Good earth.

And not just garbage. It was a favorite dumping ground for the Montréal mafia. More than a few bodies had been found there.

Gamache gave a curt nod. “Did you get a photo of that pin?”

“Oui. I’ll send it into the system.”

“No,” said Gamache abruptly. “Keep it between us. Show Isabelle, but no one else.”

“You believed him about the Sûreté? That there’s someone on the inside?”

“I don’t know, but we have to assume.”

Did Charles know he was being more than just set up? That he was targeted? Is that why he wanted to meet away from the Sûreté?

And yet he’d chosen to meet the most recognizable cop in Québec, in a public place. If he suspected he was being watched, then he wanted them to be seen together. That’s why the popular café. That’s why he’d even paused on the sidewalk.

Far from wanting to hide, he wanted to be seen, and seen with Chief Inspector Gamache. Charles must have thought that would guarantee his safety. No use killing him if he’d already spilled everything, and to a senior Sûreté officer.

But he was wrong. And that meant there was even more, much more, at stake than even Charles Langlois realized.

“Jean-Guy?”

“Oui?”

“If you knew you were being watched, and you had evidence that could damage some very nasty and desperate people, what would you do?”

Beauvoir thought. “If I was that afraid? I’d broadcast it. Send it to the cops. So that it wouldn’t do any good to kill me for it. The information was already out there.”

“But if you couldn’t do that? If you still had to sort out the innocent from the guilty?”

“Weellll.” Jean-Guy thought. “I guess I’d hide it until I knew.”

“That’s what I’d do too.”

Gamache looked over to the desk. Was it possible the laptop and papers and whatever was on the wall hadn’t been stolen but hidden?

“Got it, patron. The symbol on the pin.” Beauvoir held out his phone. “It’s for a group called Action Québec Bleu. Some environmental organization.” He hit the small phone icon and put it on speaker.

“Action Québec Bleu,” said the cheerful young voice.

“Bonjour,” said Gamache. “I’m calling to find out if you know a Charles Langlois.”

“Well, yes,” said the woman. “He works here, but he’s not in today. Can I take a message?”

“Non, merci. I might drop by, can you give me your address please?”

She did. He wrote it down and thanked her before hanging up.

“Isabelle’s traced his phone calls. Looks like it was a burner phone. New. Only one call made from it.”

Armand’s plan had been to send Beauvoir to Action Québec Bleu, while he went back to the city apartment, showered, changed, then met the Chief Super. But the next call he made, the last one Charles Langlois had made, changed that. A man answered. Yes, he knew him.

“He’s our son. Why’re you asking?”

While Beauvoir went to Action Québec Bleu, Armand made his way to Charles’s parents’ place. The home was small, neat, almost painfully clean. “Propre” was the word that came to Armand’s mind. Not just clean, but immaculate.

At the door Madame Langlois had, quite reasonably, asked to see his ID. Gamache showed them, painfully aware of the state of his clothes. The state of him.

Before leaving Charles’s building, Armand had asked the downstairs neighbor if he could use her bathroom, to wash up. When he’d emerged, after washing his hands and face and wiping down his clothes as best he could, she’d studied him and nodded.

“Better.”

Though better was a sliding scale, and he was at the very low end. Still, it was better.

Madame and Monsieur Langlois invited him in. They were about Gamache’s age, and while guarded, they obviously had not seen the video or heard from family or friends.

He broke the news to them as gently as he could, but also clearly. There could be no doubt, no way for delusion and wishful thinking to find purchase. That would not be a kindness.

He looked at Madame Langlois as he spoke the final words. He expected to see, in those eyes so like her son’s, a death there too. As the light drained away. With his words, which allowed no escape, he would end their lives as they’d known them, and send them off into a netherworld. Of perpetual twilight. Time would stop and be remeasured from this moment forward.

But Madame Langlois did not actually register surprise. And neither did Charles’s father.

They told him then that they hadn’t heard from their son in almost a year. They’d banned him from their home, from their lives, when his addictions took over. When he’d stolen from them. Over and over. When he’d threatened his mother with a knife if she didn’t give him more money.

They lived in fear that he’d return. And had accepted that one day someone would knock on the door and tell them he was dead.

Gamache was that someone. This was the day.

Madame and Monsieur Langlois seemed almost relieved. The worst had happened. Now they could stop waiting for the nightmare. They had grieved for their lost little boy for so long, now they finally had a body to bury.

It was horrific, tragic, but it was not a surprise.

“Do you know anything about his life now?” Gamache asked.

They shook their heads.

“The last call he made was to you, this morning.”

“Oui. I know,” said his mother. “We didn’t answer, and he didn’t leave a message.”

She did not seem to regret that. In fact, she seemed defiant, challenging Gamache to challenge her. It wasn’t, Gamache thought, because she didn’t care, but because her love for their son was buried beneath so much hurt and pain that she could not yet retrieve it.

He thought of his own son, Daniel, and their struggles with him when he’d been in his late teens. How horrific it had been, trying to reach a young man who was out of control. Out of reach. How wide the crevasse between them and their son, their child, had become. How deep the wound. A hurt, Armand knew, he had made far worse.

How close it had come to Reine-Marie and him sitting where the Langlois were now. Listening to some poor officer giving them the bad, the worst, news.

Thankfully it never came to that. To this.

Even now, Armand could not think of those days, those months and even years, without feeling sick.

Both Daniel and Charles had finally gotten straight. Daniel had come back to them. Slowly, tentatively. Like some wounded animal approaching the hunter for help.

And Charles might have returned to his family had he been given more time.

Armand didn’t know if what he was about to say would make it worse, or better, but he felt the need to say it.

“Your son was, from what I could see, straight and sober. His last thought was of you.” Armand looked from father to mother. Settling on Madame Langlois. “He was a brave man.”

Armand warned them about the video and advised them not to watch. As he left, Monsieur Langlois showed him to the door. Just before it closed behind him, Charles’s father looked him in the eye and said, “I can see he has you fooled too.”

The door swung shut, and Armand walked, limping, to his car. And drove home.

He stood under the hot water for a long time, tilting his head, so that the stream hit his face. His eyes closed, he tried to clear his mind. But Monsieur Langlois’s parting words would not be washed away with the blood and dirt circling the drain.

I can see he has you fooled too.

Though it was the look in Madame Langlois’s eyes that followed him, haunted him. Exactly the same look her son had had, when he knew he was dying. It wasn’t sorrow. It wasn’t pain. Madame Langlois was panicked.





Chapter 11

 

What are you saying?”

The woman, introduced to Beauvoir as Margaux Chalifoux, the Executive Director of Action Québec Bleu, was staring at him across her desk.

“I’m not sure how to put it more clearly, Madame. I’m afraid Charles Langlois is dead. He was killed by a car this afternoon.”

He watched closely for her reaction. One of the last things Langlois had said was that he didn’t know if his boss was involved in whatever was happening.

She was his boss.

And yet Charles had said “he” when talking about the boss. Was that a lie? Or did Charles not consider this woman his boss? There must be, might be, someone else.

Madame Chalifoux tilted her head. She was middle-aged, with thinning hair and a slight mustache, and a full face that now registered understanding, if not sorrow. “That’s terrible. He was a nice young man.” She paused. “Which department of the Sûreté are you with?”

“Homicide.”

She closed her eyes for a long moment. When they opened again, her gaze was sharp, intelligent. No-nonsense. “You think he was murdered.”

“I know it. I was there.”

“Someone actually wanted to kill him? On purpose? But why Charles?” Then she shook her head. “I’m sorry. Stupid question. That’s what you’re trying to find out.”

“What did he do?”

“He was one of our biologists.” On seeing his surprise, she said, “What exactly do you know about Charles?”

“Nothing,” admitted Beauvoir. He took a seat without being asked. “Tell me.”

It was clear to Chief Inspector Gamache, as he walked through the corridors of Sûreté headquarters, that most of his colleagues had seen the video. Some stopped to ask if he was all right, others just smiled and nodded in a show of commiseration.

Though with each nod, each smile, he wondered how sincere these colleagues were.

With every step down the long corridor of SQ headquarters, he felt his left shoe pinching his bruised foot. When he made it to the elevator and the doors closed, he leaned against the wall, heaved a sigh, and lifted his foot.

“Come in, Chief Inspector,” said Madeleine Toussaint a minute or so later, when her assistant announced him. “Sit. Coffee?”

“Non, merci.”

Toussaint came around her desk and sat in the chair beside him. “Tell me everything you know, Armand.”

Charles Langlois is, was, a marine biologist,” said Madame Chalifoux.

“Marine? So he specialized in oceans? Salt water?”

“Well, yes, but when he came to us, it was to study the situation with fresh water.” On seeing his puzzled expression, she smiled. “The truth is, Inspector, as you can probably see, we’re a shoestring operation. We take what and who we can get. Charles needed a job, and we needed a biologist.”

“What ‘situation’ exactly was he working on?”

“What we are all working on. Water security.”

He sat forward. “Did Charles think someone was threatening our water supply?”

“Well, yes, Inspector.”

Beauvoir sat very still. He wondered if he was about to hear what Langlois could not tell Gamache.

“We’re all threatening our drinking water, with development, pollutants, climate change, with unchecked industry. I can’t imagine his work had anything to do with his death.” She paused. “I hate to bring it up, but you’re aware of his past?”

“We’re looking into that too. But my questions right now are for you. I’d like to see anything he was working on.”

Beauvoir followed her into the large open space. The eight other workers stared at them. It was clear they’d just found out what had happened. Some of the faces were blotchy from crying. Others looked stoic, stone-faced.

“This is Inspector Beauvoir. He’s with the Sûreté. He has some questions for us.”

“Merci,” he said. “But first I want to look at Monsieur Langlois’s desk.”

Jean-Guy put on gloves and spent a few minutes going over the papers on top of and inside Langlois’s desk.

“There’s not much here. Would you expect more? Don’t touch.”

Madame Chalifoux withdrew her hand and just looked, her brows drawing together.

“He must’ve taken his laptop home. I’d have expected notebooks, but those might be at his place too.”

“Did anyone else come by here today, asking about him?”

Everyone shook their heads.

“Do you know which project he was working on specifically?”

“He was working mostly in the northern and central lakes. Testing for pollution.” This from a young woman.

“Was he working alone?”

She nodded.

“Did he have a supervisor?” A man, thought Beauvoir. The “he” whom Charles had referred to.

“Margaux,” said the young woman, nodding toward Madame Chalifoux.

“No one else?” They shook their heads. “Could Charles have found something in his testing that was dangerous?”

“Well, even up there, there’s a lot of pollution that hurts biodiversity,” an older man said. “Acid rain, PCBs. Mercury stirred up by the hydrodams. If even the algae is affected then—”

At the word “algae,” Beauvoir lost interest. There was only so much he could care about, and that did not make the list.

“I meant for Monsieur Langlois, not pond scum.” They shook their heads and stared at him as though he were a caveman. “How did Langlois come to work for you?”

“He walked in one day and offered his services,” said Madame Chalifoux. “He started as a volunteer. When we got some money, I hired him.”

“Did he say how he came to hear of you?”

“Non, and I didn’t ask. We’re just grateful for the help. We’re a small organization, as you can see. We function mostly on goodwill. No one works full-time, everyone’s paid minimum wage, and most donate at least some of their earnings back to the organization.”

Beauvoir looked at those in the room. Men and women, young and old, from different cultural groups. “You must be very dedicated.”

“Maybe even fanatical,” said an elderly woman. “We do this for our grandchildren.”

“Was Monsieur Langlois a fanatic?”

“No, that implies a sort of crazy.” Madame Chalifoux shot a warning look to the others. “But he was dedicated. He understood that fresh water was soon going to become more and more scarce as the climate changed. We all understand that.”

Beauvoir didn’t. As a father, he was very worried what sort of world his children would inherit. The shifting food supply. Forest fires, disease, famines, catastrophic floods. The wars that scarcity provoked. Those were the effects of climate change that kept him awake at night.

Water, so abundant in Canada, wasn’t one of them.

“Margaux,” said a young woman, whose face was blotchy and streaked with tears.

“Yes, Debs?”

“There’s a video . . .”

It was a risk, but Gamache had calculated it. How much to tell the Chief Superintendent. How to tell her. Armand watched closely, trying to read Toussaint’s expression.

“A collaborator?” she said when he stopped. She’d skipped right over the part about the break-in at his home and landed on the most important point for her. “You really think that’s what the young man was trying to tell you?”

“Not trying, he did.”

“Who?”

Armand raised his brows in some amusement. “Don’t you think I’d have led with that, if I knew?”

But his expression was such that the head of the Sûreté stared at him. Unsure.

And that’s what Gamache wanted.

Madeleine Toussaint, the Chief Superintendent, was nobody’s fool. Which was, maddeningly, why he’d backed her to take over the top job. She was whip-smart, a good administrator, an inspired leader. Both rational and intuitive, she’d be able to spot a fraud. She’d be able to tell if he was lying.

It didn’t help that she knew him well. But he also knew her.

He needed her off-balance. He needed this perceptive leader to believe him when he said he didn’t know. But also to have a sneaking suspicion that he did.

He also needed her to think that was the only reason Langlois had needed to speak to him. Nothing else.

“And who is this collaborator supposedly collaborating with?”

“I don’t know.” That at least was the truth.

He secretly, privately feared the Sûreté collaborator was the woman sitting across from him now.

Beauvoir had heard that a video had been posted and gone viral, but this was the first time he’d seen it.

It surprised him how upsetting it was. He’d been there, after all. Had seen it in person. But this was a different angle. Much more intimate.

He watched as the SUV grazed Armand, twisting him slightly as it raced by. He hadn’t realized how close it came. Within centimeters . . . 

So close that Armand’s shoe had been torn from his foot.

Langlois’s body landed with a thud. Not even a bounce. Just like a sack of sand. His shoes had also come off on impact and tumbled along the road, finally coming to rest.

Somehow the sight of empty shoes lying on the ground seemed almost worse than the body. It often happened in explosions, and sometimes when people were shot by an especially high-caliber gun. They were blown off their feet and out of their shoes.

Very few survived to put them back on.

When the video ended, there was silence. It had cut off before the part where Jean-Guy picked up Armand’s shoe and handed it back to him.

Jean-Guy finally broke the silence in the room. “Did any of you ever visit Charles’s apartment?”

They shook their heads. Except . . . 

Jean-Guy looked at the young woman named Debs, who was more distressed than the others.

“Did you?” he asked her softly. And she nodded.

Everyone looked at her, surprised.

“We went out a few times.”

“And you went back to his place?” When she nodded, he asked, “Can you tell me what he had on his walls?”

“Walls?”

Beauvoir waited.

She was thinking. “A map of Québec.”

“Did he say why?”

“We weren’t actually interested in the map.”

“We all take work home, Inspector,” said an older woman. “I suspect most of us have maps on our walls.”

She looked around and others nodded in agreement.

“Did Charles take his laptop home at night?”

Debs nodded.

“We can’t find it or any notebooks. Any idea where they might’ve gone?”

They shook their heads.

“Does this look familiar?” Beauvoir brought up a photo on his phone and they crowded around. And saw a list of herbs and spices.

“Are these plants, herbs, of particular concern to the environment?” he asked.

“Angelica stems? Nutmeg? If they are, it’s not our environment. And not our mandate,” said Madame Chalifoux.

“That’s not even his handwriting,” said Debs.

“No,” said Beauvoir, slipping his phone back into his pocket. “Do you recognize it?”

Again, they all shook their heads.

He had not shown them the other side of the list, where the word Water was written.

Before he left, Beauvoir got Langlois’s schedule. When and where he had traveled.

Once back in his car, Jean-Guy applied for a search warrant for Action Québec Bleu and the home of its Executive Director. Langlois’s boss. Although in the meeting with Gamache the young man had described his boss as a man, that almost guaranteed it was a woman.

A news conference had been called by the Mayor to reassure the population of Montréal that there was no threat. This was a random act by a madman, not a terrorist attack.

And the murderer had been found dead. Shot. Not by police.

The implication being it was suicide.

Gamache looked into the bright lights of the cameras. His body was aching from the scrapes and bruises, especially his foot.

He knew that most of the journalists, most of the cameras, were trained on him, and he was not going to show any discomfort.

After the Mayor, the Chief Superintendent spoke. She made a brief statement, again reassuring the public, and then it was Gamache’s turn. He’d been given a prepared statement, which he needed to read. But they could not dictate or control his pauses, his tone. His facial expression. Or his answers to questions.

Whoever had ordered the hit at the café would be watching.

When it came time for reporters’ questions, they were hurled at him and only him.

Describe what happened, Chief Inspector.

How did it feel?

You and the dead man were seen together in the café. Do you know him?

Why were you meeting?

Who was the driver? Why did he run his vehicle into that café? Did he have a grudge against you? Against the café?

What did Charles Langlois say to you as he was dying?

Armand answered all the questions as truthfully as he could.

He was interviewing Monsieur Langlois in connection with (pause) a possible crime. One he could not discuss. Non, Charles Langlois was not a suspect in that crime.

In terms of what Langlois had said when he lay dying on the road—Gamache looked into the cameras—that was (pause) private.

An online vlogger stood up and asked if Langlois had been the target.

Gamache turned to her. He knew her well. She had pretty much devoted her site to tearing down the Sûreté in general and Gamache in particular. And now she had him in the crosshairs.

“We’re looking into that possibility,” said Gamache.

“But it seems obvious it was either him or you.”

“Do you have a question?”

“He must’ve been important, to bring you out.”

It was not said with respect. But Gamache hadn’t expected it to be. Though he also had not expected her to be at this hastily called news conference. But there she was.

“Again, do you have a question?”

“We’ve all seen the video, Monsieur Gamache. It’s clear that you saw the vehicle approaching before anyone else. You could’ve saved Monsieur Langlois, but you chose to save yourself. Why is that?”

Gamache was silent, and into that beat, she demanded, “How can the public feel safe when the Sûreté protects itself first?”

While the word “coward” was not actually said, not yet anyway, it hung in the air.

The seasoned journalists looked from the Chief Inspector to the vlogger and back.

Gamache stared at her, assessing. Not an answer, but a sudden thought. An idea.

He opened his mouth to answer, but the Chief Superintendent stepped in front of the microphone.

Madeleine Toussaint launched into a blistering defense of her head of homicide, pointing out that he’d saved two people, at considerable risk to himself. That was clear to anyone who watched that video.

“It might’ve been clear to you,” said the vlogger. “But I saw a man who saved himself and just happened to fall into an elderly man and a little girl. Injuring them in the process. I saw no evidence it was a deliberate act to save them.”

It was difficult to shock seasoned journalists, many of whom had been on the crime beat for years, but this very personal attack on Gamache did.

Most in the room knew him well. They’d all watched the video, over and over. It was clear that the Chief Inspector had made a choice and, yes, managed to save himself, but that hadn’t been the goal. His only aim had been to push the child out of the way of the speeding vehicle.

“Chief Inspector Gamache faced a split-second decision,” said Toussaint, her voice glacial. “I hope I’d have made the same one.” She stared at the vlogger. “Or would you have let the child die?”

The vlogger colored and glared at the two of them. Trapped without an answer.

Standing beside Toussaint, Armand muttered, “Merci.” And felt a slight pang of guilt that he had suspected her of betraying not just the Sûreté, but also the citizens of Québec. And him.

But he also knew that if the Chief Superintendent was the collaborator, she’d have done exactly what she just did. And his racing mind went one step further.

Toussaint might have even set up the question, or at the very least predicted it. She might have made sure this vlogger was invited to the news conference, knowing she would attack Gamache. Because she always did.

And that would give Toussaint the opportunity to defend him. Reassuring Gamache that she was on his side.

It was, he recognized, a catch-22. Toussaint was damned if she defended him, damned if she did not. But he didn’t care. He just wanted to get at the truth.





Chapter 12

 

I’ll be there in a few minutes,” Jean-Guy replied.

Gamache had texted both Beauvoir and Lacoste to meet him at Chez Mère Grand, a hole-in-the-wall diner in the old port area of Montréal, not far from Champ-de-Mars. It was conveniently, and not coincidently, on the way from Sûreté headquarters to their next stop.

Grandma’s was not a place frequented by Sûreté officers, most of whom preferred darkened bars even during the day. Which was one of the reasons the Chief Inspector had chosen it.

It didn’t hurt that the place, and the young owners, were cheerful and the food homemade and delicious.

Normally Armand would have walked there, to get some fresh air and clear his mind on this fine summer evening. But the damaged shoe was biting into his bruised foot, and the cobbled streets of the old city would make walking even more difficult. So he’d grabbed a taxi.

Isabelle was already there when he arrived. Armand ordered grilled cheese sandwiches for the table, bulging with melted Gruyère and blue cheese, with chutney oozing out. He added an éclair for Isabelle, a mille-feuille for Jean-Guy, and a slice of tall, wobbly lemon meringue pie for himself.

While they waited for Jean-Guy, Armand described for Isabelle the search of Charles’s apartment, and the missing computer, notes, and map.

“He got too close to something,” she said. “We recorded your conversation, of course. I’ve been over it again, and two things stand out. One”—she raised a finger—“he was sure there was someone in the Sûreté working with whoever’s behind this. Two”—another finger—“he wasn’t sure about his boss. He must have meant the head of that environmental organization.”

“Who’s a woman, but that means nothing. The other thing that was clear was that he was afraid, but I don’t think he really grasped how much danger he was in. Or couldn’t bring himself to believe it.”

Most decent people could not fully see, or believe, the size of the monster.

Just then, Jean-Guy breezed in. He went up to the counter, spoke to the owner, waited, then came to the table, handing something to Armand.

“It’s an ice pack, patron. And—” He held out a large bag.

Gamache opened it and smiled. Inside was a cardboard box. With new shoes. Soft-sided.

“Merci.” He held Jean-Guy’s eyes. “Beaucoup.”

When, Armand wondered as he took off the offending shoe and laid the ice pack across his swollen and bruised foot, had things changed? When did Jean-Guy begin to look after him, when it had long been the other way around?

But as the pain eased, Armand realized it had always been mutual. They’d guarded and protected each other from the moment they’d met, lifetimes ago.

“What did you find out at Action Québec Bleu?”

“Not much.” As he ate the sandwich, Jean-Guy gave his report.

Armand sat back and listened. Watching them.

He felt enormous pride in his people, and none more than these two, who shared second-in-command duties.

His entire department had been handpicked, not from the top of the heap but from the bottom. To his colleagues’ amusement, Chief Inspector Gamache had, in effect, gone dumpster diving for his agents. Chosen men and women on the verge of being tossed out.

The homicide department of the Sûreté, made up of agents no one else wanted, was the most successful in the country. Because Armand Gamache knew something his colleagues did not. That given direction, clear expectations, and encouragement, given a second chance, people could flourish.

Armand Gamache had pulled them back from the edge, then sent them out across Québec to find those who had fallen.

“What do you think, Jean-Guy?” he asked when the younger man had finished.

“The fact Langlois was investigating pollution in lakes in central and northern Québec, and not just his notes but his map are missing, points to something really shitty. It’s gotta be a toxic waste spill, probably from one of the major pulp mills or mines in the area.”

“Companies pollute all the time,” said Lacoste, “and don’t murder to cover it up.”

“Unless it’s huge, ongoing, and involves high-ranking politicians in a cover-up,” said Beauvoir.

It was possible, thought Gamache. Certainly the most likely scenario. Though there was another possibility. One he wouldn’t mention just yet. He needed to think.

“If made public, this would not just shut down their operations and cost hundreds of millions in cleanup and fines,” said Beauvoir. “But they could end up in jail.”

“It would cost politicians their jobs and maybe even cost the government the next election,” said Lacoste.

They looked at Gamache, who’d been listening. Now he spoke. “What you describe is what should happen, not what actually does. How many heads of corporations end up in prison for pollution? How many governments are toppled?”

They were silent.

“Exactly. I’m not convinced the consequences are all that great that CEOs would resort to murder.”

“What do you think?” asked Lacoste.

Instead of answering, he asked Jean-Guy, “What was your impression of Langlois’s boss?”

Beauvoir considered. He’d known he’d be asked this question. “I got the impression that she and her people were sincere. Though I guess anyone can be bought off. A few million would shut most people up.”

“But when she found out that Langlois was murdered, wouldn’t she say something?” asked Lacoste.

“Would you?” asked Beauvoir. “If the last person who did was killed?”

Whipped cream squeezed out from between the layers of the mille-feuille as Jean-Guy took a big bite.

“It seems obvious that Charles was doing his own investigation,” said Gamache. “He must’ve realized he’d tripped up and told someone he shouldn’t have.”

“And who would he tell? His boss,” said Lacoste. “But wait a minute. This doesn’t track. Why break into your home? Why take the jacket? If he’d found something, why not just tell you? Why all this sneaking around?”

“About the jacket, I have no idea. But he said the Sûreté is compromised. He needed to meet me away from headquarters.”

“But why someplace so public? And why didn’t he tell you what he’d found?” said Lacoste. “That was one frustrating conversation. He kept hinting, coming close, but not actually telling you anything. Even when he was dying.”

“He said he needed to make sure I could be trusted, and to confirm that his boss was not part of the conspiracy.”

“I have a search warrant for AQB and Madame Chalifoux’s home.”

“Good,” said Gamache. “Very good. We need to get a list of all major industries, mostly pulp and paper and mining, that have plants on lakes in the central and northern parts of the province, in case a huge spill is it. And we need to speak to another environmentalist to find out what they know about those specific multinationals.”

“I have a biologist friend,” said Lacoste. “He can be trusted.”

Gamache dug into his pocket and brought out the list that had been left in his jacket.

“What’re you thinking, patron?” asked Beauvoir. “You think Langlois did put it there?”

“Non. He was genuinely surprised by this.” Gamache tapped his finger on it. “But someone gave it to me to find. It means something.”

Nutmeg, thyme . . . All fairly common household ingredients. Except.

“What’s that?” He pointed to the last word on the list. “I’ve never heard of angelica stems.”

Beauvoir brought his phone out. “Got it. It’s known as archang— . . . whatever.”

“Archangelica,” said Lacoste, reading off his screen. “Archangel.”

“It grows in Russia.” Beauvoir caught the Chief’s eye, then went back to the page. “It’s used in vermouth, Chartreuse, Bénédictine. But, get this, it’s often mistaken for a poisonous species.”

Gamache had his hand up to his face, thinking. Poison.

“What is it, patron?” said Beauvoir. He knew Gamache better than almost anyone.

Gamache brought out his phone and, tapping on the secure-communication app, he paused.

“Patron?” asked Isabelle.

“Give me a moment, please.”

He needed to think. Gamache stared out the window. It was almost dark. Not many more minutes before the sun set completely. But what Armand saw weren’t the buildings warmed in the last glow of a spent day in Old Montréal, it was a list of names scrolling by in his mind.

Men and women he’d met in his years of policing. Trusted allies, colleagues, friends.

He needed to choose one, just one. And it needed to be the right one. Rarely had one of his decisions had such consequence.

The scroll stopped on one name. While Jean-Guy and Isabelle watched, Armand stared at the name and considered, examining that person from every angle.

Then he sent off a terse message and placed his phone on the table.

“What was that about?” asked Jean-Guy. The look on Gamache’s face was scaring him.

“It’s probably a toxic spill into one of the lakes,” he said. And paused before he went on. “I hope it is.”

“Oh, God,” said Beauvoir. “What’re you thinking? What would be worse?”

Armand turned to Lacoste. “You said you watched our meeting several times. Did you notice the water?”

“When he spilled your glass? Yes. You think it was to try to destroy the list? You said so at the time.”

“But he pointed out a little water wouldn’t do that. No. I think there was another reason. He also refused water himself and made some cryptic remark about water not being all that healthy to drink.”

Gamache was looking down at the list still on the table. “When I showed this to him, he said it meant nothing to him. But he said that the paper did. I had no idea what he meant, and we went on to other things. But now I think . . .” Armand turned the paper over.

“Water,” said Jean-Guy. His brow furrowed, trying to put it all together.

“After 9/11, multinational, multidisciplinary anti-terrorist task forces were formed,” said Armand. “Their job was to not just look at possible threats, but targets.”

“Go on.”

“I got a seat on one when I took over the Sûreté. Most of the focus was on hijackings, bombs. Assassinations. But some had a different concern.”

“What?” said Lacoste, her face growing paler.

“Water security.”

“That’s what Action Québec Bleu studies,” said Beauvoir. “Pollution. Weren’t we just talking about that? That Langlois discovered a toxic spill.”

“Non. Not a spill in a remote lake. The attack these strategists are looking at, are afraid of, is against drinking water.”

“What do you mean?” asked Lacoste, though by her face it seemed she knew exactly what the Chief meant. She just refused to see the size of the monster he’d conjured.

“I mean a deliberate attack by terrorists, foreign or domestic, on the water supply of a major city.”

Jean-Guy and Isabelle looked at each other.

“God,” she said. “Is that possible?”

“Possible, yes. Probable?” He shrugged.

“It would be wholesale murder of civilians,” said Isabelle. “Children.”

“How?” Beauvoir asked.

“If we’re talking about chemical or biological weapons, neurotoxins—”

“And it looks like we are,” said Lacoste.

“—then the list of threats is unfortunately long. Most are airborne, but anthrax, ricin, plague, Q fever are stable and lethal in water.”

“How do we begin to guard against that?” demanded Isabelle. She put down her water glass.

Armand sent off another message to his contact, including a photo of the strange list. Then he slid his phone into his pocket.

The alarms in his head were turning into sirens, though he also knew this was all speculation. They needed facts.

“If it’s terrorists, why choose us?” asked Isabelle. “Why Qu
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Thank you Don and Erin Weisberg, John and Connie Sargent, Sally Richardson. And the late, great Steve Rubin. So missed!

Thank you to my beloved Jamie Broadhurst, a longtime colleague and so much more, and Joan Westland-Eby. Such important friends, they also sit on the advisory committee for the Three Pines Foundation.

I am keenly aware that the funds we give away through the Three Pines Foundation is actually your money. When you buy the Gamache books much of that money goes into the foundation, which goes to those who need a bit of help. As we all do at times.

In the book I have scenes set in a place called The Mission. Many Montrealers will recognize that place as being inspired by The Old Brewery Mission, a remarkable place dedicated to helping the homeless and those in distress. It is close to my heart for many reasons. Though I do want to say that “my” Mission and the real thing are different. For one thing, one is fictional, the other real.

If you’d like to donate to it, you can go to missionoldbrewery.ca. I know they’d appreciate the help.

In The Grey Wolf there is a eulogy near the end. I did not write it. It comes from a letter the remarkable writer Richard Wagamese sent to our mutual friend Shelagh Rogers, when her dog died. He knew the love they shared and wrote the most beautify elegy. Shelagh then adapted his words and used them in a eulogy to her mother. And gave me permission to use them in the book.

Thank you dear Shelagh, and thanks to the huge heart and talent of the late Richard Wagamese.

Once again, Ruth’s poetry is mostly that of Margaret Atwood. When Lise and Isabelle were having trouble getting permission to use it in The Grey Wolf, I wrote Margaret to ask for help. She leapt onto it right away, sending off emails to her agents and publishers, and staying with it until the issue was solved, even saying I could have it for free. I am smitten. Thank you, Peggy, and thanks to your colleagues.

I want to thank my amazing agent, David Gernert, and his team, including Rebecca Gardner, Will Roberts, and Ellen Goodson Coughtrey.

Thank you to Jo Dickinson and the team of Hodder in the UK, as well as all my foreign publishers. The Gamache books are hitting bestseller lists internationally, thanks to their efforts.

Thank you Louise Loiselle, my Québec publisher, friend, and neighbor.

This book is in your hands because of the hard work and vision of the brilliant men and women at Minotaur/St. Martin’s Press. Kelley Ragland is my editor and has just this past year been promoted to publisher of Minotaur! Smart, diplomatic, insightful. Did I mention diplomatic? Kelley is a luminary. I am so fortunate to have her in my literary and personal life.

Andy Martin has been guiding the books for almost two decades. Paul Hochman and Allison Ziegler are the dazzling marketing minds who bring the Gamache books, and so much else, to your attention. It’s not the easiest thing to come up with fresh new ideas nineteen books in, but they do.

Sarah Melnyk is my publicist—who also manages to come up with new ideas. And things to do. And who travels with me to make sure I show up where and when I am supposed to. I had the great pleasure of being at her wedding this past year to the magnificent Thom.

Do you like the cover? I adore it! It comes from the astonishing design mind of David Rotstein. Thank you, David.

Thank you to Jennifer Enderlin and Jon Yaged, the boss of bosses at Macmillan.

And finally, thank you to Muggins—the Divine Miss M. Who has turned my life upside down. Filled it with dander, with unexpected and admittedly unwelcome little “gifts.” With smells. With cuddles, and licks, and hugs, and hilarity. She has introduced me to stain removers and to neighbors who would otherwise have remained strangers. She has snuggled with me, and fallen asleep snoring in my lap on the sofa as we watched Slow Horses (which is brilliant, by the way). Muggins, the golden retriever, is made up of mud and skunk poop and wonderment.

For some reason I sometimes find myself calling her Michael—baffling to us both. But love is love, as Ruth and Rosa would attest. As Rocky and Steve would attest. As you know, my friend.

OK, onto the next Gamache—if Mugs would just put down that squeaky toy . . . 
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