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The Strange Secret of Marie Cloarec

by Alex Nicol

Author’s Note

This adventure was the very first I wrote, recounting the exploits of Gwenn and Soazic Rosmadec.
It has since been revised and updated to reflect the passage of time.
It is also the first time Gwenn encounters characters who will become recurring figures throughout the series: Chief Warrant Officer Irène Le Roy of the Pont-l’Abbé gendarmerie, and Commander Lamarre, who will go on to hold various positions in the French Navy as the novels unfold.

Readers familiar with these investigations should not be surprised and, I hope, will take as much pleasure in this story as those who first discovered it when it was first published.
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Prologue
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The wind howled across the rocks of Sein Island, carrying with it the taste of salt and something older... something forgotten.

Old Goffic adjusted his coat as he made his way along the narrow coastal path. The night was falling fast, swallowing the last traces of light. Out here, at the edge of Brittany, darkness came differently—thicker, heavier, as if the sea itself was watching.

He stopped.

Someone was there.

A shape, barely visible against the jagged outline of the cliffs.

— You’re late, said a voice.

Goffic’s throat tightened.

— I came as fast as I could.

The figure stepped forward. A man. Tall. Motionless. Waiting.

— Do you have it?

Goffic hesitated.

For years, he had carried the secret. Hidden it. Protected it.
And now... it was all about to end.
Slowly, he reached inside his coat.

— I never trusted you, he said.

A faint chuckle answered him.

— You were right not to.

The gunshot echoed across the sea.

Yet, Goffic was not dead. The visitor managed to put an end to his poor life!
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


The cheerful little man standing before Gwenn Rosmadec radiated gratitude through the narrow slits of his Bigouden eyes.

— Ah, Mr. Rosmadec, your report is extraordinary. You’ve uncovered remarkable things about my family’s history, and I’m deeply grateful.

— I’m glad I could shed new light on parts of your past you weren’t aware of, Gwenn replied. But you know, sir, in my line of work, this happens quite often. I’m just a storyteller’s conduit—I take what people share, shape it into words on my typewriter, and return it faithfully.

— That may be so, the man insisted, but you write beautifully, Mr. Rosmadec. Reading my family’s story, I almost felt like I was reading a novel.

— Reality often catches up with fiction. After all, writers can only invent what the human soul is capable of imagining. Still, I must admit, this investigation was fairly straightforward. Everyone I spoke to agreed to be interviewed and had little interest in hiding anything. As for the writing—well, words are like music written on a score.

He paused, then added with a smile:

— In any case, I truly enjoyed working on this for you. The bound file I gave you should please everyone—especially those who contributed to it.

Gwenn shook his thick red hair and rose, signaling that the meeting was over. The old farmer did the same, clutching the story of his life close to his chest.

— How much do I owe you, Mr. Rosmadec?

— I’ll send you my invoice by mail. I haven’t finished calculating everything yet.

— Very well. Thank you again. Goodbye, Mr. Rosmadec.

— Goodbye, sir.

Gwenn walked him to the front steps and watched as he headed toward his car. The man climbed in, waved one last time, and called out a cheerful “Kenavo!”—a Breton way of saying goodbye—before driving off and disappearing around the bend of the quiet residential street where Gwenn had set up his writing studio.

In his early forties and still athletic, Gwenn relished the independence his new profession gave him. Tall and broad-shouldered, dressed in a white T-shirt bearing the logo of the local bagad band, worn jeans, and a wide Mexican leather belt, he embraced life with an Epicurean spirit, savoring every moment God granted him. Years of playing rugby had taught him teamwork, quick analysis, and the fine art of anticipation. His broken nose bore witness not only to fierce scrums but also to the lively celebrations that followed matches.

It was mid-July, and a stretch of glorious sunshine bathed Brittany—especially the small harbor of Sainte-Marine, where Gwenn had chosen to live. His white house, topped with gleaming slate tiles, blended perfectly into the landscape. Over time, hydrangeas, heather, and an old oak tree had turned it into something like a jewel nestled in its setting.

Gwenn gazed at the soft green lawn he had mowed a few days earlier and inhaled the salty, iodine-rich breeze drifting in from the nearby ocean. This contact with nature was essential to him, especially after a long interview like the one he had just finished. He breathed deeply, filling his lungs with air scented with adventure and seaweed torn from the rocks of the Glénan Islands.

In one corner of the garden, Soazic—his wife—was pruning a rose bed with a pair of shears. A few silver gulls streaked overhead, crying out as they headed toward some mysterious destination.

Gwenn had once worked as a journalist, covering hotspots around the world. On the ground, he had developed a solid expertise in investigation and writing. One day, deciding it was time for a more stable life, he settled into the house his father had built and began offering his skills to the public.

Success came quickly. Gwenn loved meeting people. He had a gift for finding the right words to establish contact, then gradually weaving the trust that allowed his clients to unravel the threads of their lives. He carefully verified the information he was given, cross-checking with other sources, and slowly, with the instincts of a seasoned reporter, built narratives that were precise, reliable, and compelling.

Each story was different, yet each piece of someone’s life brought him a deep sense of fulfillment. Still, he knew enough about human nature to quietly leave out certain revelations—details that might reopen wounds long healed by time. But he would never distort the truth. He wasn’t a novelist; he told other people’s stories, and he felt a moral obligation to respect them.

He called out to Soazic, who was still bent over her roses:

— Hey, sweetheart—want to take a walk down to the harbor?

The love of his life stopped working, smiled, set her shears on the garden table, and called back:

— Sure, I’m coming!

Soazic had retained the athletic figure and vibrant energy she’d had back when she won every swimming championship in Brittany. Her long black hair framed a face full of life.

A few moments later, they were walking together down the oak-lined path behind their home, heading toward the marina.

Set along the Odet River—once dubbed “the most beautiful river in France” by a clever advertising campaign—the harbor offered a wonderful natural shelter where both novice and seasoned sailors could take refuge when the open sea turned rough. Directly connected to the ocean, the estuary followed the rhythm of the tides. Depending on the hour, boats anchored offshore would turn their bows north or south with the current. Only those lucky enough to have a berth at the dock remained fixed in place—though even they had to master tricky currents when docking, often relying on their auxiliary engines.

With the arrival of tourists, the harbor was full. Boats of all kinds rocked gently on the water while fishermen tried their luck catching sea bream and mullet hiding in the seaweed. Even the offshore moorings were occupied by vessels from Britain, Holland, and beyond.

Brazilian music drifted across the small bay. A group of musicians with guitars and maracas filled the air with tropical rhythms, blending into the chatter of customers at the harbor café. Inside, a small white dog lay stretched out on the wooden floor, while its owner—a Parisian woman dressed as if attending an opera premiere, topped with a flamboyant hat worthy of the Epsom Derby—sipped her drink through a plastic straw.

Children swung like Tarzan from an old tree at the edge of the quay. Meanwhile, the harbor master’s inflatable boats zipped back and forth, ferrying sailors to and from their anchored yachts. At the end of the pier, Marcel the crab fisherman unloaded his catch into large gray-and-yellow containers. Nearby, the pizzeria was beginning to fill up, with latecomers trying their luck at finding a table.

Gwenn and Soazic sat at their favorite table at the harbor café, slightly set back and facing the sea.

— The usual? the waiter asked.

Gwenn smiled.

— The usual, Yann. One amber beer and one wheat.

The waiter returned shortly with their drinks. Gwenn savored his Breton beer as much as he enjoyed the view. A man of words, he appreciated silence more than most.

Across from them, fishing boats and small trawlers drifted lazily with the current. A traditional Bantry rowing boat lay at anchor, waiting for its crew to lower its crimson sail. A gentle sea breeze brushed past the granite chapel, carrying the faint scent of hydrangeas.

Gwenn took Soazic’s hand. Without speaking, he felt that she was moved by the same beauty. Their eyes met, filled with tenderness. For a moment, the world disappeared. Time seemed to pause, like an ellipsis at the bottom of a page.

Then his phone rang, abruptly breaking the spell.

— Gwenn Rosmadec, hello?

A deep, solemn voice answered:

— Good afternoon, Mr. Rosmadec. This is Maître Lefort, a notary in Quimper.

— Good afternoon. Have I inherited something?

The notary ignored the humor.

— I’m calling on your services as a writer. I would like you to document my life story.

— That’s exactly what I do. When can we meet?

— Could you come to my office in Quimper?

— Of course.

— Tomorrow at eleven, then. Rue Vis. You’ll see my name on the door.

— Very well. See you tomorrow.

Gwenn hung up.

— Who was that? Soazic asked.

— A new client. I’ll tell you more after I meet him. How about pizza?
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Chapter 2
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Tucked discreetly behind the quays of the Odet River, Rue Vis was nothing special at first glance: no shops, no signs—just fairly old buildings whose facades had been covered with granite stone facing. The street itself was narrow, and Gwenn had a hard time finding a decent parking spot.

Halfway down, a primary school echoed with children’s laughter and shouts. Recess, most likely.

Across the street, beside the glass entrance door of one of the buildings, a weathered copper plaque informed any potential client that the notary’s office was on the second floor. Gwenn scanned the list of doorbells, found the right name, and pressed it.

A crackling voice came through the intercom.

— Yes?

— Gwenn Rosmadec. I have an appointment with Maître Lefort.

— Very well.

A soft click released the door lock. Gwenn stepped inside the stone-clad entryway. An old elevator stood directly ahead. He called it, stepped in, and within moments reached the second floor.

A landing opened onto another short flight of stairs leading to a wooden door, once again marked by the same copper plaque. As he approached, the door opened silently. A graying woman stood there and ushered him into a waiting room.

— Please have a seat, Mr. Rosmadec. I’ll inform Maître Lefort that you’ve arrived.

She disappeared down the hallway. Gwenn sat in an old leather armchair that had clearly endured countless occupants of every shape and generation, yet still did its job.

The gray-haired woman soon returned with a polite smile.

— Maître Lefort is ready for you, sir. If you’ll follow me...

She led him down the corridor, knocked on the last door, opened it for him, and slipped away quietly.

Gwenn stepped inside.

His first impression: walls lined from floor to ceiling with shelves filled with old leather-bound books. A narrow rectangular window let in a faint amount of daylight, but a desk lamp remained necessary to see properly. In the center of the small room stood a solid wooden desk cluttered with files and an old typewriter.

Behind it sat a short, round, bald man wearing a three-piece suit, his nearsightedness hidden behind large tortoiseshell glasses.

The notary—who could only be Maître Lefort—gestured toward a chair identical to the one in the waiting room.

— Welcome, Mr. Rosmadec. I am Maître Lefort.

— Good morning. A pleasure to meet you. So, you would like me to document your family history?

— That is precisely why I asked you to come. How do you usually proceed?

— Typically, the request comes from someone who tells me everything they know about their own story and puts me in touch with other family members. I then contact them, interview them, and gather additional details. If necessary, I verify information through archives or other sources. After that, I write a full report and deliver it to the client. What they do with it afterward is entirely up to them.

— And what do your clients usually do with it?

— Most of them want to leave a document for their children. It’s a kind of spiritual legacy—or sometimes an attempt at asking forgiveness or explaining past decisions they regret. It’s rarely for themselves alone. It’s almost always meant to be passed on.

— I see. Well, in my case, I have no children. I’m single, and my only family is my elderly mother, who currently resides at the Blue Hydrangeas retirement home. And yet, I feel the need to understand my own story. I thought you might be better suited than anyone else to provide a clear account of it.

— Could you explain a bit further?

— I’m fifty years old. I’ve devoted my life to my studies and then to my practice. I never allowed myself to be drawn into anything else. A rather ordinary life, wouldn’t you say? And yet, I would like to know more about my mother’s life—beyond what little I already know. She’s a stubborn Bigouden woman who has always refused to tell me anything about her past. I thought that perhaps a professional might succeed where I, for obvious personal reasons, have failed.

— Your request isn’t unusual, Maître. I’ve dealt with similar situations before.

— So you accept the assignment?

— Without hesitation. But I must warn you: I cannot guarantee the final outcome. Everything will depend on how willing people are to talk—and, of course, on your cooperation and support.

— You
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