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‘Freedom for the wolves has often meant death to the sheep.’


Isaiah Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty









PRAISE FOR THE HOTEL GUEST


‘A haunting, intelligent and atmospheric read’ Sam Blake, author of The Killing Sense


‘A truly hypnotic read. I finished it in one night’ Amanda Cassidy, author of The Stranger Inside


‘Imagine Ripley with The Secret History … lingers in your mind long after you turn the final page’ Gill Perdue, author of If I Tell


‘The Hotel Guest completely captivated me … I did not want this perfect psychological suspense to ever end’ Ashley Tate, author of Twenty-Seven Minutes


‘A delicious blend of betrayal, seduction, and moral ambiguity’ Helena Echlin, author of Clever Little Thing


‘The Hotel Guest is a compelling and sharp book, a total page-turner’ Catherine Prasifka, author of This is How You Remember It


‘An addictive, more-ish mystery which kept me reading right into the night’ Jennifer Bray, author of The Lies Between Us


‘The Hotel Guest is dark academia at its best. I couldn’t put it down’ Emily Critchley, author of The Undoing of Violet Claybourne


‘A compulsive thriller, beautifully set and described and always with a feeling of something sinister building’ Charlie Gallagher, author of the Maddie Ives Detective Mysteries


‘Taunt with tension and simmering with menace. I was hooked from the first page’ Catherine Balavage, Editor-in-Chief Frost Magazine 


‘A gripping mystery … Rosemary Hennigan writes prose you just can’t help but sink into’ Heather Darwent, author of A Sharp Scratch


‘Compelling, layered and quietly disturbing’ Mahi Cheshire, author of The Lying Guest










Chapter 1



Now


On the far bank, the snow-capped peaks shone white against the indigo sky, though the winter had long since faded into summer by the lakeshore. In front of Kit, the water was like a pool of liquid metal, exactly as it had been before. It never changed, as if the lake were somehow uncoupled from time, though she felt changed beyond recognition.


The taxi had dropped her off at the terrace of the Abbaye de Saint Maurice in the small village of Vinay, after an hour’s drive through the mountains from the airport in Geneva. As she exited the air-conditioned car, heat bloomed around her. It was early June and she was there because of the invitation in her hand. After ten years in exile, ten years spent below the radar, the past had caught up with her.


Standing on the terrace, facing the lake, Kit let her gaze drop to the invitation. It was printed on firm card, with a strong font and ebony ink.




The Institut de Philosophie Française requests the company of


Ms Kit Costigan


at the prize-giving ceremony for the Prix d’Agincourt





Though the card was worded as an invitation, Kit knew from the names of the finalists that it was a direction. Someone was sending up a flare. The question was why.


Details were sparse. When Kit had RSVPed to the email address, she had received only a standard reply with information on her hotel reservation, but nothing more, no indication of who she was communicating with. Only a handful of people could have connected her to the Institute.


They had been her friends for one glorious summer, but they had promised never to see each other again, to keep their distance, to scatter, to say nothing. If, as Kit suspected, one of them was now breaking that agreement, it had to be for a good reason. Coming back together, coming back here, presented serious risks. Something had changed, something was amiss, the stasis of a decade broken, making space for a new variety of danger.


She hardly dared to think about what that might be. Taking a deep breath of mountain air, Kit forced her mind away from the worst possible outcomes. It was too late to leave anyway. She was a guest at the hotel now.


On the wooden dock, people lay on plush towels, brightly coloured cocktails weeping on tables between each lounger, while, in the water, swimmers were scattered among the moored sailboats, their bobbing heads difficult to distinguish from the mallard ducks floating by in twos or fours. The ferry was approaching from Avallon, rounding the large headland to her right where a crowd waited to board.


She was about to turn and make her way inside when a porter in an emerald-green uniform approached her under the entrance arch. He greeted her in French, asked if she needed help, then took her suitcase and led her across the terrace towards the lobby. It was strange to be a guest in his eyes when she’d worked here once as a waitress.


Trailing the porter, Kit passed through the tables dotted around the terrace and climbed the steps to the hotel’s entrance. Ivy was thick, and on either side of the front door stood a stone urn brimming with red geraniums. Under her feet, the hotel crest had been carved into the large flagstones by hands long since dead and forgotten. She hesitated to go in and stood on the three fleur-de-lis in the crest to take a quick glance to her left.


The headland, called the Roc d’Écharvine, was silent and imposing, a tree-covered mass of rock and cliff, over which two hawks were circling slowly. Memory rising, unbidden: a sheer drop from a great height into the lake, a secret that could never be told. She stopped the tremor of unwanted emotion before it could seize her, forcing it down, packing it in tightly. Kit took a step forward into the building, crossing the threshold once more.










Chapter 2



The hotel lobby was built around an ancient cloister, the colonnade blanketed in a crimson creeper, glimpses of faded stonework visible between the leaves. An old well stood in the centre; it had been in use in the days when the hotel was an abbey and local villagers traipsed through to fill their buckets. The building had sat on the edge of the lake for a thousand years, centuries of history in the walls and the stones, the pattering of ghostly feet sometimes heard on a quiet night, the monks on their way to vespers.


At the desk, the receptionist was a stranger to Kit. ‘Bonjour, Madame. How may I help you?’ she said. Her hair was tied in a high ponytail and she wore a bright shade of coral lipstick that would not have been allowed in the days when Corinne had maintained standards within these walls, faithful to the old ways.


Kit gave her name to check in, the receptionist’s French-manicured fingers clattering across the keyboard as she typed Kit’s reservation details.


Kit leaned her arm on the desk and pretended to peruse one of the many tourist guides to the area stacked in front of her, watchful for anyone she knew among the other faces moving through the lobby. She could still see them hurrying past – the old guard, her former colleagues – Bernard noisily charming one of the guests, while Corinne’s keen eye spotted a crooked apron on one of the waitresses scuttling by, usually Aline. But there was no sign of them now, no familiar faces popping up. Probably gone, figures from an era that was over and done.	


‘Alors, here we are. You’re all checked in.’ The receptionist smiled, reaching behind to the wooden cubbyholes, where the large brass room keys were still kept. She selected number thirteen and laid it on the desk in front of Kit. A red tassel hung from the key chain.


‘Breakfast is between seven and nine out on the terrace,’ she said. ‘There’s a generous buffet, so I advise you to come hungry and, if you can, take one of the tables near the lakefront – for the view.’


Kit thanked her, but she did not need to be told. The breakfast shift had been the anchor of her summer here, the dawn of every day. ‘May I ask you a question?’ she said, returning the guide to the stack on the desk. ‘Do you happen to have a contact name for the person who made the reservation? I’d like to thank them personally for arranging the room.’


‘No.’ The reply came too quickly, followed by a heavy pause, the coral lips briefly drooping at the edges. Kit, who had been well coached by her father, perceived the lie immediately but gave nothing away. ‘No, I’m sorry, Madame, but I don’t have that information.’


Kit held her eye, debating how to get around her stonewalling. She pushed her hair back behind her ears. ‘All right. Well, maybe you could tell me if Monsieur Poulin still works here. Or his son, Louis Poulin?’


Another shake of her head, the ponytail giving an equine swish. ‘Monsieur Poulin? No, he retired several years ago. There’s new management now. I don’t know about the son – Louis, you said? I don’t think I ever met him.’ More smiling, head tilting to affect polite interest: no lie detected this time.


It was difficult to imagine the hotel without the Poulins. They had owned it for several generations. Still, Louis must have stuck to the pact. He really had left Vinay, despite the personal cost of leaving the place he loved, and despite the pull of family loyalty. She’d always wondered if he’d managed it. Now she knew.	


The receptionist continued to smile at Kit but her eyes had grown vacant, her interest waning. Kit thanked her again, slid the key along the smooth surface of the desk, and scooped it into her hand. Hefty, so you wouldn’t lose it. The porter, who had been hovering in the background, moved forward to take her suitcase and motioned her towards the stairs, while the receptionist picked up the phone and began to dial.


As she climbed the first steps, Kit caught a few words from the desk behind her. ‘Hello? It’s Amandine. Yes, you asked me to let you know when she arrived? … Yes. It’s her. Your guest … Yes, she’s here. Kit Costigan.’


At the sound of her name, Kit nearly tripped, catching the polished railing beside her. She listened for more details, but the phone call was over, the receptionist already greeting another arrival. Who had been at the other end of that call? Which of her old friends was expecting her? Whose guest was she?


The porter turned back to check if Kit was all right. She assured him she was fine, following him up the stairs, her footsteps swallowed by the carpet, soundless and ghostly as those of the dead monks.










Chapter 3



On the far side of room thirteen, the window framed the lake, like a painting, light pouring in to gild every surface. The furniture was a dark mahogany, the chairs upholstered in midnight blue, buttercup-yellow paint adorning the sun-soaked walls. Above the green-speckled marble fireplace, a mirror showed Kit. Had she always been so wan and grey or was it just the contrast with the colours around her?


She stood in the centre of the room, a little dazed to find herself back in Vinay. Her gaze drifted to the wooden beams overhead, across to the four-poster bed, then over to the chaise-longue in the corner, next to which she deposited her suitcase.


Kit had passed a lonely childhood in rooms like these. The Abbaye made her think of those years. Luxury hotels had once been her father’s workplace, where he met new investors, partners, associates, cutting deals, making bets, and chasing the next big money-maker. Some of this activity was legitimate, some not, though the line drawn between these things was faint and wavered. Her father, Walter, had always liked a little movement under his feet, a wobble from one side to the other, a tightrope walker between the world of international finance and white-collar crime. His fall was, perhaps, inevitable to any wily observer, but to Kit, then aged eleven, it was abrupt and terrifying. It had brought not only an absence of comforts and treats, but the fear and terror of being hunted, like lambs, by the pack of men Walter’s former business partner, a man referred to as Mr Smith, had sent. Her father had withheld certain funds and lied about it. The former was a problem, but the latter was considered an unforgivable sin, for which they’d been cast out of Eden.	


Kit didn’t like to remember that part of her life. She walked to the mirror, examining her face. In certain lights, she could see her father there. As she aged, he appeared more and more readily. Little wrinkles colonising the edges of her eyes, dark circles blooming under them, pale lips growing thin. It was as if his features had been layered under hers all these years and were rising to the surface as her own peeled away. It was not something she welcomed. She was trying hard to prove to herself that the apple fell far from the tree.


A knock sounded on the door behind her, causing Kit to jump. Was it whoever had brought her here? The one who had sent the invitation? She ran her hands through her hair, pinched her cheeks for colour, then slowly, cautiously, advanced across the room, wondering who or what she was about to let in, reticent and eager at the same time. She grabbed the handle, pressed down, and pulled the door towards her.


Louis Poulin was standing in front of her for the first time in a decade, the same yet transformed. He was dressed in a white linen suit with a striped green shirt, open at the neck. This, alone, was a surprise. When she knew him, Louis had exclusively worn shorts and band-merch T-shirts, or T-shirts with slogans he found funny. Once, she’d seen him eating lunch with his father in one of the Michelin-starred restaurants in the village, wearing a sleeveless vest with ‘Mangez Les Riches’ printed across it. Kit had wondered, at the time, if the irony was lost on him, or if he knew what he was doing. It was difficult to tell with Louis. For all his intelligence, he possessed a kind of innocence, too.


A yellow flower was poking out of his buttonhole. His hair was short now, no longer loose around his neck as it used to be, and he was clean-shaven. He looked pretty ordinary, pretty basic. A rich guy on holiday. It didn’t suit him at all.


She hadn’t intended to hug him, but it happened, which was an awkward way to start. He was stiff about it, and she drew back quickly.


‘Was it you?’ she asked, skipping over a perfunctory greeting. ‘Did you send the invitation?’


‘No.’ Louis ran a finger over his forehead, shuffling his feet on the carpet. ‘It wasn’t me, but I got one too. So did Angelica.’ He was wearing shiny chestnut loafers, recently buffed. He used to wear nothing but flip-flops, or just his bare feet, which were invariably coated with dirt.


Kit scratched the back of her head, and Louis glanced over his shoulder. Down the corridor, a couple stood outside room five, rowing over which of them had the key. ‘Can I come inside for a minute, Kit? So we can talk?’


She hesitated. She wasn’t exactly sure why. He wasn’t a stranger, but in the different garb and with this new tension in him, Louis didn’t quite feel like her old friend either. Then again, he might know why they had been brought here, so she stepped aside to let him in, closing the door behind him.


He took a look around. ‘I haven’t been back at the hotel in so long,’ he murmured, running his hand along the green marble of the fireplace. ‘I used to play hide-and-seek in these rooms as a child.’


She wondered if it was painful for him. He was supposed to inherit this hotel and preserve it as his father had, and his grandfather before him, right back through the generations. His great-great-grandfather had saved it from dereliction and decay. It seemed a shame that they’d lost it now. She considered saying something about that to Louis, acknowledging the loss in some way, but thought better of it. It was too personal a topic to bring up so soon in their reacquaintance, too difficult to navigate when there were more urgent things to discuss.


‘How did you know I was here?’ she asked him. ‘Was that you on the phone to the receptionist?’


‘The receptionist?’ Louis shook his head, confused by the question. ‘No … We’ve been camped on the terrace all morning, me and Angelica, watching the door to see who might show up. We saw the taxi drop you off, so I followed you inside and up to your room.’


‘I didn’t see you.’ Kit’s brows slanted downwards. She scratched at the back of her head again, a phantom itch niggling her. ‘But who was it on the phone? Who else is tracking arrivals at the hotel?’


‘No idea.’ Louis slipped his hands into his pockets. ‘It has to be either JP or Iris, doesn’t it? Neither of them has arrived yet or, at least, we haven’t seen them. It stands to reason that one of them sent the invitations, no?’


‘One or both?’ Kit suggested, but Louis shook his head very vigorously.


‘Oh, no. Definitely not both, no. They had a huge falling-out a few years ago.’


This was news to Kit. When she’d known them, they were two sides of the same coin.


Louis fiddled with the flower in his buttonhole. ‘JP is now her biggest critic. Last I heard, they’re not on speaking terms.’	


‘Hard to believe. They were always so solid.’


‘Bah, nothing is solid.’ Louis raised and lowered his shoulders. ‘A lot has changed since we last saw you, since that summer … since …’


He let the sentence trail, allowing Kit to fill in the blanks. Through the window, she could see the Roc d’Écharvine, just visible at the far end of the pier. She looked away again, suppressing a shiver.


‘I don’t know specifically what happened between them, or why they separated,’ Louis said. ‘I only know what I hear on the grapevine at the Institute.’


‘You’re still there?’ Kit asked. They had been members of the Institute of French Philosophy in Paris when she first met them, a niche world with a narrow mission to ‘promote the international recognition and global esteem of French philosophy’, as it said on its website.


‘Can’t just leave,’ he said, as if she should understand that, but Kit did not. It surprised her that any of them had remained at the Institute after all that had happened. Kit had chosen to go to London where she would be lost and anonymous in a sprawling city.


She fiddled with the oval knob on the window, opening it and letting some air into the room. Down below on the terrace there was an arrangement of cream-coloured parasols and the tops of people’s heads. The murmur of conversation rose to her ears, the melody of birdsong with it. Perfect, as always – gallingly so. Their surroundings were peaceful, but their predicament was anything but.


‘This is all too weird.’ She spun around. ‘Why are we here, Louis? What’s this about?’


‘If I had to guess,’ he replied, ‘with a gun to my head, I would say somebody is threatening to come forward.’


‘Blackmail,’ Kit mused. ‘It’s possible, though why bother to bring us here? There must be some reason why we have to be physically present, right? Back together? All of us?’


She winced as soon as she’d said it. Not quite all. There had been five of them when Kit met them – JP, Louis, Angelica, Gaia and Iris. There were four now.


Louis seemed at a loss. ‘Your guess is as good as mine,’ he said. ‘The truth is, I have no idea.’


‘This is excruciating. If it comes out, Louis, if someone speaks—’


Ringing sounded somewhere in the room, cutting her off. She followed the noise with her eyes to the bedside table, where a phone sat next to a large lamp. Its base was in the shape of a brass lion, which seemed to stare very hard at her from across the room. She met Louis’ eye, wary. ‘Could that be Angelica?’


‘I doubt it.’ He pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked the screen. ‘She hasn’t been trying to reach me.’


‘Then it might be whoever sent the invitations.’ Kit moved towards the phone, in a hurry now. ‘It has to be someone who knows I’m here.’


She picked up the receiver. When she spoke, her voice wavered, a flutter of nerves slipping out with the greeting. ‘Hello?’


‘Kit?’


A voice from the past, seeping through the crack that was forming in her present.


‘Kit, hey.’


Her insides flipped, an old feeling stirring, as if from a long and fitful sleep.


‘Do you recognise my voice?’


She took a breath, trying to recover her internal composure, then sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under her.


‘It’s JP.’


‘Yes … I know. Hi, JP.’ She had been steeling herself for the possibility of seeing him again, and still, even now, he had the ability to upturn her.


At the mention of JP’s name, Louis walked across the room towards her, mouthing something, though she couldn’t make out what he was trying to say.


‘So, you got my invitation. I wasn’t sure you’d come,’ he was saying.


She met Louis’ eye again. ‘It was you, JP? You sent the invitation?’


‘Yeah. Look, I’m sorry for all the mystery. I had to keep it vague. No paper trail, you understand? I was worried you might run in the opposite direction.’


‘Well, I did think about it.’


‘Yeah, I get that. But it follows you anyway, don’t you find? The guilt, the regret.’


Kit didn’t answer. She closed her eyes, listening very carefully, sifting through his words, paying attention to the tone and tenor of what he was saying, so she could work out what he was holding back.


Louis sat at Kit’s elbow, trying to listen in. The stakes were just as high for him as for her, she knew, which made him just as desperate for information.


‘I’ll explain it all as soon as everyone’s together,’ JP continued. ‘This evening, probably. Once Iris gets here. We’ll all go somewhere quiet to talk. The plage maybe? After sunset, when all the crowds are gone.’


Louis met Kit’s eye. She could feel his nervousness meeting her own, as if they were humming on the same anxious frequency.


‘I’ll let you know where I’ll be.’


‘Okay, but, JP, hang on …’ He couldn’t leave her in this kind of suspense. There were hours to kill before the sun sank. ‘Is – is everything okay? I mean, are we … are we in trouble?’


He was silent for a moment, as if debating what more he could or should say, his hesitation telling her all she needed to know. If he was unwilling to set her mind at ease, it was because ease was not a possibility. A growing dread prickled the back of her neck. If it was as bad as she feared, if someone had—


JP cut through the thought. ‘I promise I’ll explain everything just as soon as it’s safe.’ He paused. ‘You know, it’s good to hear your voice. Despite the, eh’ – a tense laugh – ‘well, the circumstances, it’s still good to hear your voice.’


Again, that internal flurry she could not quite control. Gripping the cord, her cheeks pinking, she shut her eyes again and tried to get a handle on herself.


JP spoke once more. ‘I’ll be in touch, Kit. Okay? See you at dusk.’ The line went dead.


There was a slight shake in her hand as Kit replaced the receiver, feeling a strange mix of wanting to see him, and wishing she hadn’t come back to this cursed paradise.


‘Well …’ Louis’ eyes were round and slightly bewildered. ‘We have our answer. JP brought us here to tell us something.’


‘So it seems.’


‘Something about … about … that night?’ he ventured.


‘I guess? I don’t know. What else could it be?’


‘Putain.’ His knee began to bob, his thumb between his teeth, chewing vacantly. After a moment or two, he turned to Kit. ‘So, what do we do now?’


She looked back at him. ‘What can we do?’ Her shoulders rose limply. ‘We wait for dusk.’










Chapter 4



Then


Ten Years Previously


It began after dinner, two worlds meeting.


Kit was watching the Alpine bloom on the mountaintops, the last gasp of pink light fading on the peaks. Grey clouds were gathering on the far side of the lake, threatening a thunderstorm, though the hotel’s barman, Bernard, took one look at the heavens and declared that the storm would not hit. He would prove to be right. Locals always were in matters meteorological. Still, the terrace remained near empty, except for a lone group of four diners seated towards the lake.


At the start of her shift, Bernard had given Kit instructions to be particularly attentive to their table, since Louis Poulin, son of the owner, was among them. Aline, the other waitress, had pointed him out to Kit when they first arrived for dinner, having made their way through the perimeter gate from the house next door.


Quite by chance, Kit had struck up an acquaintance with one of his companions the other night. A slight woman, no more than five foot, slim as a reed, with a pixie cut, very large and slightly bulbous brown eyes, and full lips painted a dark shade of plum. Like Kit, she seemed to suffer with her sleep, which was how they’d come to know each other.


On the nights when sleep eluded her, Kit would stroll through the quiet town and had, on a couple of occasions, passed her fellow insomniac on the otherwise empty path down by the lake. The first time it happened, they didn’t acknowledge each other. The second, they nodded, graduating to a greeting by the third. On the fourth meeting, the diminutive woman with the dark lips had decided to draw Kit into conversation. Just small talk, but whether it was the effect of their sleeplessness, or the intimacy of those late-night hours, Kit had quickly established the key biographical facts.


Her name was Gaia. She was from Athens, studying in Paris and summering at a friend’s house in Vinay, something she and her friends did every year.


That evening, on the terrace, when she saw Kit approach, Gaia had let out a shriek of excitement and introduced her to the others at the table. There was Louis, whom Aline had already pointed out to her. He was wearing a navy T-shirt with a long list of places and dates and ‘The Black Keys – North American Tour 2014’ printed on the back. An Englishwoman named Iris sat next to him. She had black curls that sprang in all directions, darting hazel eyes, and pale pink lips that were always in motion. And finally, next to Iris, there was a man named JP, whom she’d seen at the lake earlier. The sleeves of his white linen shirt were pushed up to his elbows, which were perched on the arms of his chair, a tuft of floppy hair falling over his eyes occasionally when his attention roved around the table.


As she took their orders and ferried their meals and drinks into and out of the hotel, Kit occupied the background of their evening. Their conversation was lively, the topics varied and often esoteric, one tumbling into the next, anecdotes and stories cascading, with frequent laughter rising from one or other of them.


It was towards the end of their meal that the table fell into a debate about Honoré de Balzac. Listening in while she topped up their wine, Kit had initially heard this as ‘ball sack’. It perplexed her, since it seemed very unlikely they were engaged in such a heated discussion about certain parts of the male anatomy.


Iris was leading in an animated fashion, as if the topic mattered a great deal to her, though Kit couldn’t figure out why, until she realised they were talking about a French writer.


‘Determinism is death! Balzac is a prison. I wouldn’t waste a moment on his books. He portrays life as a predetermined march to an inevitable end and I can’t bear the idea.’ 


 ‘That’s because you demand freedom, Iris, no matter the cost. Nothing to hold you back, not even yourself,’ said Louis, amused, ‘but not a lot of people are like you, eh? I don’t think they’d read Balzac the way you do, like some kind of horror story.’


‘Well, isn’t that the problem?’ Iris shook out her curls, giving him a little smirk. ‘They’re not thinking about it in the right way – that’s why they need my philosophy. Don’t you agree?’


‘Not sure anyone but us cares about your philosophy,’ Gaia mumbled, into her glass of wine, ‘though I doubt that will stop you trying to evangelise.’


‘I could never get through Balzac,’ Louis said, rubbing at the stubble on his chin. ‘Whatever about the determinism, he’s a long-winded bore. Although …’ his lips spread in a sly smile ‘… you’re used to those, I suppose, Iris? Being with JP all these years?’


The subject of the insult picked a grape from the cheeseboard in front of him and lobbed it at Louis’ forehead. It struck its mark, ricocheting onto the grass where, unnoticed, Kit stooped to pick it up.


‘I don’t think Balzac is a bore at all,’ Gaia said, removing her chin from her hand so she could be heard better. ‘Determinism is just another word for facticity. Everyone wants to transcend their limits. Everyone wants freedom from their past yet none of us can really achieve it.’


‘Nonsense,’ Iris replied. ‘There’s no fixed “self” to be stuck with, Gaia. We are what we choose to be – no more than that.’


Kit didn’t really know what this meant, but she was intrigued by the confidence with which Iris declared it, as if she knew it to be true.


‘Your position ignores our context,’ Gaia replied stoutly, ‘which shapes all our choices. Freedom is always fettered by our limitations, our immutable characteristics, our physical capacity, our mental health – even our bank accounts, for God’s sake!’


‘All of which are just factual scenarios, which we must resist to live authentically.’


‘You’ve admitted they exist! You’re contradicting your own philosophy!’


‘Don’t you think I know my own philosophy?’ Iris laughed, leaning forward. ‘We make thousands of choices a day, each of them forming ripples, large and small, and these determine our context. From the moment we open our eyes in the morning and decide to get out of bed, we are stitching together our own reality. A single choice can alter the course of our lives, because they’re powerful, our choices, and they echo on and on through our days. They are who we are. We can choose to cling to them or to let them go. But we don’t exist outside our choices. We are our choices.’


As if she were watching a tennis match, Kit’s eyes flicked to the far side of the table again, where Gaia was smiling at Iris. ‘Well put,’ she said, sitting back in her seat, gracious in defeat. ‘As always.’


There was a silence. Kit took the opportunity to step forward and pour some wine from the bottle she was holding. They took it so seriously, their discussion, the stakes very real to them, even though the whole thing had started with a name that had made Kit think of a pair of bollocks. She didn’t know what to make of the group, but she found herself considering their exchange.


Freedom from the past – now, there was an idea. To break free from the net of her recent history was all she wanted, to rid herself of who she’d been. Absently, the fingers of her left hand found their way to her thigh, where a still-fresh wound was covered with a bandage and the stiff black skirt she wore for work. It was a physical reminder of why she was in Vinay, of the past she was so keen to escape.


JP set down his wine glass on the table. It was empty, so Kit leaned over to fill it. As she did so, Iris laid her hand casually on JP’s leg, just above the knee. It looked like a natural resting place, as if Iris’ hand often perched on JP’s knee. Trying not to stare, Kit scratched at the tight bun sitting neatly behind her head.


‘Have we met before?’


Kit blinked. It took her a moment to realise he was addressing her.


Her grip on the neck of the bottle in her hands tightened, her voice catching as she answered, ‘I, eh, don’t think so, no.’


She thought she knew why he had asked her. They had noticed each other at the lake that afternoon. He had been on the dock, with one tanned leg hanging over the edge, kicking the water absently while he shielded his face from the sun with a book. Kit had passed him on the way to the metal ladder, and saw his gaze rise from the page to meet hers, his attention hot against her skin as she slipped into the lake. She spread her arms and legs into a star, lying still for a while and allowing the saltless water to carry her. A daily swim had become part of her routine since she had arrived in Vinay a month or so ago. She was a strong swimmer and the water calmed her. In it, she knew what she was doing, with nothing between her and the infinite depths of a clear blue sky, nothing she could mess up.


When she righted herself again, Kit had found him still fixed on her, his book forgotten in his hand, tufts of sandy brown hair falling about his face, the ghost of a smile hovering at his lips, as if he were considering a greeting. She had glided back towards the ladder, but he still hadn’t said anything as Kit climbed out of the lake, squeezed water from her hair, retrieved her towel from the heap of her belongings, and wrapped it tightly around her body. All the while, she had wondered what he saw when he looked at her. How did she appear to him? Or maybe the better question was, what did she want him to see? Someone who could find a connection with another person, she hoped. Someone capable of a normal life. But when JP had shaken her hand earlier, he had barely seemed to register her, confirmation that she had given the moment more significance than it warranted. 


And yet now he was smiling up at her, the last of the fading light catching his face, casting him in a golden glow. ‘I should have twigged it when Gaia introduced us, but you’re very familiar to me,’ JP said. ‘Are you sure we haven’t met?’


‘Quite sure.’ Kit smiled, close-lipped. She was very aware that Louis was watching. She needed this job. It provided her with a room in the village, some money in her pocket and, most importantly, it let her hide from the steaming mess she’d left behind her in Ireland.


Iris sat up a little straighter. ‘JP, stop pestering! You probably saw her around the hotel.’ She turned her face to Kit, smiling. ‘How long did you say you’ve been working here?’


Kit fidgeted with the strings of her apron. ‘Not long, about six weeks.’ It felt much longer. It felt like she’d always been there or, at least, this version of herself had, the one they were seeing, the girl who was neat and polite, calm and controlled, the waitress with the pressed white shirt and the sleek blonde hair.


JP was still examining her, his blue eyes bright. He tilted towards her, as if he was taking her into his confidence. ‘You’re Irish, aren’t you? Whereabouts are you from?’


‘Waterford,’ she replied, still clutching the wine bottle. ‘Outside Lismore.’


‘I know it,’ JP said. ‘That’s the town with the castle on the river? Belonging to the Duke of Devonshire?’


Kit nodded. It was a tourist spot, scenic with its old stone bridge over the river Blackwater, but it was still surprising to hear that he knew it. Waterford, a bungalow on a plot of marshy land, her mother, father and the old sheepdog – she had put so much distance between herself and home that it increasingly felt as if it existed on some other plane.


‘Did we not take the castle from him on Independence?’ JP mused, seemingly still thinking of the Duke of Devonshire. ‘That was a mistake.’


Kit gave a shrug. ‘There’s still time,’ she said, letting a smile slip. ‘What’s stopping you taking it now?’


JP’s face lit up at this small attempt at a joke and it delighted her that she could provoke such a reaction, like striking a match or blowing on an ember.


‘Oh, God, don’t encourage JP’s rabble-rousing, please,’ Iris said. ‘A few more drinks and he’ll start up with the bloody rebel songs.’	


At that, JP immediately began to rattle off the opening of ‘Skibbereen’, until Louis took a crust of bread from his plate and lobbed it at him. It struck just above his eyebrow. This was something they seemed to do, tossing food at each other.


‘All right, enough,’ Iris said. ‘Can we please stop being such children in front of Gaia’s new friend? She’ll think we’re uncouth.’


‘Oh, no! Heaven forbid!’ Gaia said, mimicking her accent. ‘I shan’t hear of it!’


‘Are they treating you well at the hotel?’ Louis asked Kit, changing the subject before Gaia pushed her luck too far with Iris. ‘Corinne isn’t being hard on you, I hope? She can be a stickler.’


‘No, not at all,’ Kit replied. ‘Everyone has been wonderful.’


As it happened, she meant what she said. The Abbaye was old-fashioned, set in its ways and structured around a strict code of conduct that others might have found stifling. But to Kit, it was freeing. She knew exactly what was expected of her, knew how each day would go, every moment perfectly choreographed and scripted to eliminate the possibility of getting it wrong. She could relax within the safe confines of her role as waitress, where expectations were clear and people’s actions predictable. Not like in regular life, where she always felt as if a game were underway, though nobody had told her the rules.


Take the reason she’d come here, her break-up with Henry. She hadn’t known what she was doing with him. Nobody had ever taught her what to do in a relationship, or how to deal with it ending, and look how that had worked out for her. Her fingers fell to the bandage on her leg again, unwelcome memories flickering through her mind, forming a shadow play across her vision, a cast of characters from the old life she was trying to forget.


‘Wait!’ A sudden clapping chased the shadows from her mind, like ink dispersing through water. ‘You were at the lake earlier! That’s where I saw you!’ JP was grinning triumphantly. ‘You were swimming, right? Down by the pier? Red swimsuit?’


She tried to gather her thoughts, to present herself once more as they expected her to be. Polite, interested, friendly, and with the professionalism of a member of staff. ‘I was,’ Kit replied. ‘I swim every day.’


‘I knew it! You were lying so completely still in the water that it was like you’d drowned. I nearly jumped in to save you, except you moved before I could!’


‘Oh, well! That’s, eh …’ Easy laughter, well-practised. ‘I suppose I must have given you a fright?’


‘I thought you were dead,’ he said frankly, then grinned.


Iris spoke up again. ‘What did you say your name was, drowning girl?’ 


Her voice was low, her hand still firmly clamped to JP’s knee. There was something proprietary about that grip. Kit let her eyes tumble to the shiny leather of her shoes, receiving the message loud and clear. ‘Kit Costigan.’


‘Well, it has been very nice to meet you, Kit Costigan,’ Iris said. ‘I’m sure we’ll be seeing you again around the place.’


‘You will. She’s here for the summer,’ Gaia said. ‘Seasonal staff.’ Gaia swivelled towards her. ‘Isn’t that right?’


‘Yes,’ Kit said, content to be spoken for – relieved, actually, given the note of tension that had entered the air since JP had turned his attention to her. ‘Is there anything else I can get for you?’ she asked them, but nobody needed anything.


They thanked her for her work that evening. If anything, they thanked her too much, in the way that people do when they’re feeling social guilt. Louis told Kit that she could let him know if she ever had any problems at the hotel. JP said he was glad she hadn’t drowned. Gaia said they should hang out properly sometime. 


Iris reached for her glass and slowly finished her wine.


Dismissed, Kit returned inside. By the time she emerged from the cellar bar again, the table on the terrace was empty, the only sign of life the flapping of the tablecloth in the breeze.


She wandered over to gather the glasses, pocketing the large tip they had left. It was at this point that she noticed a small scrap of white tucked under JP’s wine glass. A message was scrawled on it.




Drowning girl, We’ve gone next door to Louis’ house. Join us after your shift? Ring at the gate and we’ll let you in. x





There was a phone number, but no signature.


The wind rose around her, rustling the paper in her hand, then the leaves of the ash trees. The garden was humming, playing a verdurous lullaby as it faded to grey. Kit tucked the note into the pocket of her apron and retreated inside.










Chapter 5



It was so quiet all evening in the cellar bar that Bernard had been surreptitiously listening to coverage of a football match on a radio turned low and hidden behind bottles of rum and gin. A local team was playing another, which was as much as Kit could work out. By the time she had finished clearing the table outside, the match had ended, Olympique Lyonnais victorious, putting Bernard in celebratory mood. He called Kit and Aline over for a drink, opening a bottle of very good, very chilled sherry, and pouring three tall-stemmed glasses, one for each of them.


‘Well,’ he said, once they were seated on the tall stools opposite him, ‘how was the terrace this evening?’


‘Uneventful,’ Kit replied, sniffing the liquid in her glass before taking a suspicious sip.


‘Not quite true.’ Aline leaned over the bar towards Bernard. A cloth was slung over her shoulder and every so often, while they talked, she would use it to wipe a phantom spill on the bar. ‘Kit was chatting all night with the guests at Louis Poulin’s table. I couldn’t hear the details from across the terrace but there was a lot of … conversation.’


‘What sort of conversation?’ Bernard asked. He took a healthy slug of his sherry and immediately topped it up.


‘It was very friendly,’ Aline said, grinning. ‘Not how they are with me! They ignore me completely. I’m nothing to them. To them, it’s like the drinks just materialise on the table and the dirty dishes just’ – she clicked her fingers – ‘disappear!’


‘Bah, Aline, you’re too harsh,’ Bernard replied. ‘I’ve always found them to be perfectly polite. They don’t have conversations with me, as you call it, but they’ve never been rude. You just don’t like them.’


‘I’m not the only one around here who doesn’t like them.’ Aline twirled the stem of her glass. ‘They’re odd. They put me on edge.’


Kit ran her finger up the side of her glass, collecting a drop of sherry with her fingertip. People said that about her too. Even her mother, Veronica, who, in a temper, had once called her ‘unnerving’.


‘What’s wrong with them?’ she asked, which was exactly the question Aline seemed to have wanted, because she pulled her stool closer to the bar, as if she were settling in for a long story, clasping her hands together.


‘Last summer,’ she said, ‘the mayor had to fine them for disturbing the fishing boats one night with a motorboat race across to the chateau at the other side of the lake. They ploughed right into a restricted zone, with the engine roaring, and chased all the perch away. Do you remember, Bernard?’


He mumbled vaguely, disinclined to voice a criticism.


‘Then there was the jousting. Remember that?’ Aline said, slapping the bar. Bernard mumbled again, quickly becoming very interested in the treacly trail the sherry was leaving on the inside of his glass.


Aline continued, ‘They robbed the weapons from the suit of armour on the second floor of the hotel and pretended to have a fight out by the cloisters. Louis nearly fell into the well. And do you remember them singing in the fountain that night? Splashing and waking up half the town? They got another fine from the mayor for that one.’


‘Yes, all right, Aline.’ Bernard waved his hand in the air dismissively. ‘But it’s no crime. Just an excess of youth, a little silliness, and esprit de corps. I’ve known Valentin Poulin for many years. He’s a good man and so is his son.’


‘They’re weird, too,’ Aline persisted, ignoring Bernard and focusing on Kit. ‘I heard one of them in the garden at the last full moon, howling like a wolf.’


‘Oh, come on – you take it all so seriously. They’re harmless!’ Bernard said. ‘It would do you no harm to loosen up a bit.’


She balked. ‘Excuse me? What would you know about it? I’m plenty loose when I want to be!’ Aline began wiping the counter again, even though it was already clean.


Kit produced the note they’d left for her on the table. She pulled it out of the pocket of her apron and spread it flat on the bar. ‘What do you make of this, then?’ She waited while her colleagues read it.


When he got to the end, Bernard tittered. ‘That’s quite an invitation.’


‘Drowning girl …’ Aline said, dubiously, handing the note back to Kit. ‘What’s that about?’


‘Long story,’ Kit replied, slipping the note back into her pocket. ‘I have to go, don’t I? I have no choice? It’s the boss’ son, right?’
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