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Welcome to Star’s story. According to the legends of the Seven Sisters, she was the third daughter of Atlas and Pleione. ‘Asterope’, her Greek name, translates to ‘star’ in English. Always known as the quietest sister, possibly because her star shines less brightly than the others, her mythological counterpart married Oenomaus – although some legends say he was her son – who later became King of Pisa.


When I first had the idea of writing a series of books based on the Seven Sisters of the Pleiades, I had no idea where it would lead me. I was very attracted to the fact that each one of the mythological sisters was a unique and strong female. Some say they were the Seven Mothers who seeded our earth – there is no doubt that, in their stories, they were all highly fertile! And I wanted to celebrate the achievements of women, especially in the past, where so often their contribution to making our world the place it is today has been overshadowed by the more frequently documented achievements of men.


However, the definition of ‘feminism’ is equality, not domination, and the women I write about, both in the past and present, accept that they want and need love in their lives. Not necessarily in the traditional form of marriage and children, but the Seven Sisters series unashamedly celebrates the endless search for love and explores the devastating consequences when it is lost to us.


As I travel round the world, following in the footsteps of my factual and fictional female characters to research their stories, I am constantly humbled and awed by the tenacity and courage of the generations of women who came before me. Whether fighting the sexual and racial prejudices of times gone by, losing their loved ones to the devastation of war or disease, or making a new life on the other side of the world, these women paved the way for us to have the freedom of thought and deed that we enjoy today. And so often take for granted. I never forget that this freedom was won by thousands of generations of remarkable women, perhaps leading right back to the Seven Sisters themselves . . .


I hope you enjoy Star’s journey. Often, everyday quiet courage and kindness go unacknowledged. Star does not want to change the world, but touches the lives of those around her. And through the process, she begins to find herself . . .
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But let there be spaces in your togetherness.


And let the winds of the heavens dance between you.


Khalil Gibran
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ATLANTIS



Pa Salt – the sisters’ adoptive father (deceased)


Marina (Ma) – the sisters’ guardian


Claudia – housekeeper at Atlantis


Georg Hoffman – Pa Salt’s lawyer


Christian – the skipper


THE D’APLIÈSE SISTERS



Maia


Ally (Alcyone)


Star (Asterope)


CeCe (Celaeno)


Tiggy (Taygete)


Electra


Merope (missing)
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Name derived from the Latin for ‘star’
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I will always remember exactly where I was and what I was doing when I heard that my father had died . . .


With my pen still suspended above the sheet of paper, I looked up at the July sun – or, at least, the small ray of it that had managed to trickle between the window and the red-brick wall a few yards in front of me. All of the windows in our tiny apartment looked onto its blandness and, despite today’s beautiful weather, it was dark inside. So very different from my childhood home, Atlantis, on the shores of Lake Geneva.


I realised I had been seated exactly where I was now when CeCe had come into our miserable little sitting room to tell me that Pa Salt was dead.


I put down the pen and went to pour myself a glass of water from the tap. It was clammy and airless in the sticky heat and I drank thirstily as I contemplated the fact that I didn’t need to do this – to put myself through the pain of remembering. It was Tiggy, my younger sister, who, when I’d seen her at Atlantis just after Pa died, had suggested the idea.


‘Darling Star,’ she’d said, when some of us sisters had gone out onto the lake to sail, simply trying to distract ourselves from our grief, ‘I know you find it hard to speak about how you feel. I also know you’re full of pain. Why don’t you write your thoughts down?’


On the plane home from Atlantis two weeks ago, I’d thought about what Tiggy had said. And this morning, that’s what I had endeavoured to do.


I stared at the brick wall, thinking wryly that it was a perfect metaphor for my life just now, which at least made me smile. And the smile carried me back to the scarred wooden table that our shady landlord must have picked up for nothing in a junk shop. I sat back down and again picked up the elegant ink pen Pa Salt had given me for my twenty-first birthday.


‘I will not start with Pa’s death,’ I said out loud. ‘I will start when we arrived here in London—’


The crash of the front door closing startled me and I knew it was my sister, CeCe. Everything she did was loud. It seemed beyond her to put a cup of coffee down without banging it onto the surface and slopping its contents everywhere. She had also never grasped the concept of an ‘indoor voice’ and shouted her words to the point where, when we were small, Ma was once worried enough to get her hearing tested. Of course, there was nothing wrong with it. In fact, it was the opposite – CeCe’s hearing was overdeveloped. There was nothing wrong with me when a year later Ma took me to a speech therapist, concerned at my lack of chatter.


‘She has words there, she just prefers not to use them,’ the therapist had explained. ‘She will when she’s ready.’


At home, in an attempt to communicate with me, Ma had taught me the basics of French sign language.


‘So whenever you want or need something,’ she’d said to me, ‘you can use it to tell me how you feel. And this is how I feel about you right now.’ She’d pointed at herself, crossed her palms over her heart, then pointed at me. ‘I – love – you.’


CeCe had learnt it quickly too, and the two of us had adopted and expanded what had begun as a means of communication with Ma to form our own private language – a mixture of signs and made-up words – using it when people were around and we needed to talk. We’d both enjoyed the baffled looks on our sisters’ faces as I’d sign a sly comment across the breakfast table and we’d both dissolve into helpless giggles.


Looking back, I could see that CeCe and I became the antithesis of each other as we were growing up: the less I spoke, the louder and more often she talked for me. And the more she did, the less I needed to. Our personalities had simply become exaggerated. It hadn’t seemed to matter when we were children, squashed into the middle of our six-sister family – we’d had each other to turn to.


The problem was, it mattered now . . .


‘Guess what? I’ve found it!’ CeCe burst into the sitting room. ‘And in a few weeks’ time we can move in. The developer’s still got some finishing off to do, but it’ll be incredible when it’s done. God, it’s hot in here. I can’t wait to leave this place.’


CeCe went to the kitchen and I heard the whoosh of the tap being turned on full blast, knowing that the water had most likely spattered all over the worktops I had painstakingly wiped down earlier.


‘Want some water, Sia?’


‘No thanks.’ Although CeCe only used it when we were alone, I mentally chided myself for being irritated by the pet name she had coined for me when we were little. It came from a book Pa Salt had given me for Christmas, The Story of Anastasia, about a young girl who lived in the woods in Russia and discovered she was a princess.


‘She looks like you, Star,’ five-year-old CeCe had said as we’d stared at the pictures in the storybook. ‘Perhaps you’re a princess too – you’re pretty enough to be one, with your golden hair and blue eyes. So, I will call you “Sia”. And it goes perfectly with “Cee”! Cee and Sia – the twins!’ She’d clapped her hands in delight.


It was only later, when I’d learnt the real history of the Russian royal family, that I understood what had happened to Anastasia Romanova and her siblings. It hadn’t been a fairy tale at all.


And nor was I a child any longer, but a grown woman of twenty-seven.


‘I just know you’re going to love the apartment.’ CeCe reappeared in the sitting room and flopped onto the scuffed leather sofa. ‘I’ve booked an appointment for us to see it tomorrow morning. It’s a shedload of money, but I can afford it now, especially as the agent told me the City is in turmoil. The usual suspects aren’t queuing up to buy right now, so we agreed a knockdown price. It’s time we got ourselves a proper home.’


It’s time I got myself a proper life, I thought.


‘You’re buying it?’ I said.


‘Yes. Or at least, I will if you like it.’


I was so astonished, I didn’t know what to say.


‘You all right, Sia? You look tired. Didn’t you sleep well last night?’


‘No.’ Despite my best efforts, tears came to my eyes as I thought of the long, sleepless hours bleeding towards dawn, when I’d mourned my beloved father, still unable to believe he was gone.


‘You’re still in shock, that’s the problem. It only happened a couple of weeks ago, after all. You will feel better, I swear, especially when you’ve seen our new apartment tomorrow. It’s this crap place that’s depressing you. It sure as hell depresses me,’ she added. ‘Have you emailed the guy about the cookery course yet?’


‘Yes.’


‘And when does it start?’


‘Next week.’


‘Good. That gives us time to start choosing some furniture for our new home.’ CeCe came over to me and gave me a spontaneous hug. ‘I can’t wait to show it to you.’
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‘Isn’t it incredible?’


CeCe opened her arms wide to embrace the cavernous space, her voice echoing off the walls as she walked to the expanse of glass frontage and slid open one of the panels.


‘And look, this balcony is for you,’ she said, as she beckoned me to follow her. We stepped outside. ‘Balcony’ was too humble a word to describe what we were standing on. It was more like a long and beautiful terrace suspended in the air above the River Thames. ‘You can fill it with all your herbs and those flowers you liked fiddling around with at Atlantis,’ CeCe added as she walked to the railing and surveyed the grey water far below us. ‘Isn’t it spectacular?’


I nodded, but she was already on her way back inside so I drifted after her.


‘The kitchen is still to be fitted, but as soon as I’ve signed, you can have free rein to choose which cooker you’d like, which fridge, and so on. Now that you’re going to be a professional,’ she said with a wink.


‘Hardly, CeCe. I’m only doing a short course.’


‘But you’re so talented, I’m sure you’ll get a job somewhere when they see what you can do. Anyway, I think it’s perfect for both of us, don’t you? I can use that end for my studio.’ She pointed to an area sandwiched between the far wall and a spiral staircase. ‘The light is just fantastic. And you get your big kitchen and the outdoor space, too. It’s the nearest thing to Atlantis I could find in the centre of London.’


‘Yes. It’s lovely, thank you.’


I could see how excited she was about her find and, admittedly, the apartment was impressive. I didn’t want to burst her bubble by telling her the truth: that living in what amounted to a vast, characterless glass box overlooking a murky river could not have been further from Atlantis if it tried.


As CeCe and the agent talked about the blonde-wood floors that were going to be laid, I shook my head at my negative thoughts. I knew that I was being desperately spoilt. After all, compared to the streets of Delhi, or the shanty towns I’d seen on the outskirts of Phnom Penh, a brand-new apartment in the city of London was not exactly a hardship.


But the point was that I would have actually preferred a tiny, basic hut – which would at least have its foundations planted firmly in the ground – with a front door that led directly to a patch of earth outside.


I tuned in vaguely to CeCe’s chatter about a remote control that opened and closed the window blinds and another for the invisible surround-sound speakers. Behind the agent’s back, she signed ‘wide boy’ to me and rolled her eyes. I managed a small smile in return, feeling desperately claustrophobic because I couldn’t open the door and just run . . . Cities stifled me; I found the noise, the smells and the hordes of people overwhelming. But at least the apartment was open and airy . . .


‘Sia?’


‘Sorry, Cee, what did you say?’


‘Shall we go upstairs and see our bedroom?’


We walked up the spiral staircase into the room CeCe said we would share, despite there being a spare room. And I felt a shudder run through me even as I looked at the views, which were spectacular from up here. We then inspected the incredible en-suite bathroom, and I knew that CeCe had done her absolute best to find something lovely that suited us both.


But the truth was, we weren’t married. We were sisters.


Afterwards, CeCe insisted on dragging me to a furniture shop on the King’s Road, then we took the bus back across the river, over Albert Bridge.


‘This bridge is named after Queen Victoria’s husband,’ I told her out of habit. ‘And there’s a memorial to him in Kensington—’


CeCe curtailed me by making the sign for ‘show-off’ in my face. ‘Honestly, Star, don’t tell me you’re still lugging a guidebook around?’


‘Yes,’ I admitted, making our sign for ‘nerd’. I loved history.


We got off the bus near our apartment and CeCe turned to me. ‘Let’s get supper down the road. We should celebrate.’


‘We haven’t got the money.’ Or at least, I thought, I certainly haven’t.


‘My treat,’ CeCe reassured me.


We went to a local pub and CeCe ordered a bottle of beer for her and a small glass of wine for me. Neither of us drank much – CeCe in particular couldn’t handle her alcohol, something she’d learnt the hard way after a particularly raucous teenage party. As she stood at the bar, I mused on the mysterious appearance of the funds that CeCe had suddenly come into the day after all of us sisters had been handed envelopes from Pa Salt by Georg Hoffman, Pa’s lawyer. CeCe had gone to see him in Geneva. She had begged Georg to let me come into the meeting with her, but he’d refused point-blank.


‘Sadly, I have to follow my client’s instructions. Your father insisted that any meetings I might have with his daughters be conducted individually.’


So I’d waited in reception while she went in to see him. When she’d emerged, I could see that she was tense and excited.


‘Sorry, Sia, but I had to sign some stupid privacy clause. Probably another of Pa’s little games. All I can tell you is that it’s good news.’


As far as I was aware, it was the only secret that CeCe had ever kept from me in our entire relationship, and I still had no idea where all this money had come from. Georg Hoffman had explained to us that Pa’s will made it clear that we would continue to receive only our very basic allowances. But also, that we were free to go to him for extra money if necessary. So perhaps we simply needed to ask, just as CeCe presumably had.


‘Cheers!’ CeCe clinked her beer bottle against my glass. ‘Here’s to our new life in London.’


‘And here’s to Pa Salt,’ I said, raising my glass.


‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘You really loved him, didn’t you?’


‘Didn’t you?’


‘Of course I did, lots. He was . . . special.’


I watched CeCe as our food arrived and she ate hungrily, thinking that, even though we were both his daughters, his death felt like my sorrow alone, rather than ours.


‘Do you think we should buy the apartment?’


‘CeCe, it’s your decision. I’m not paying, so it’s not for me to comment.’


‘Don’t be silly, you know what’s mine is yours, and vice versa. Besides, if you ever decide to open that envelope he left for you, there’s no telling what you might find out,’ she encouraged.


She’d been on at me ever since we’d been given the envelopes. She had torn hers open almost immediately afterwards, expecting me to do the same.


‘Come on, Sia, aren’t you going to open it?’ she’d pressed me.


But I just couldn’t . . . because whatever lay inside it would mean accepting that Pa had gone. And I wasn’t prepared to let him go yet.


After we’d eaten, CeCe paid the bill and we went back to the apartment, where she telephoned her bank to have the deposit on the flat transferred. Then she settled herself in front of her laptop, complaining about the inconstant broadband.


‘Come and help me choose some sofas,’ she called from the sitting room as I filled our yellowing tub with lukewarm water.


‘I’m just having a bath,’ I replied, locking the door.


I lay in the water and lowered my head so that my ears and hair were submerged. I listened to the gloopy sounds – womb sounds, I thought – and decided that I had to get away before I went completely mad. None of this was CeCe’s fault and I certainly didn’t want to take it out on her. I loved her. She had been there for me every day of my life, but . . .


Twenty minutes later, having made a resolution, I wandered into the sitting room.


‘Nice bath?’


‘Yes. CeCe . . .’


‘Come and look at the sofas I’ve found.’ She beckoned me towards her. I did as she asked and stared unseeingly at the different hues of cream.


‘Which one do you think?’


‘Whichever you like. Interior design is your thing, not mine.’


‘How about that one?’ CeCe pointed to the screen. ‘Obviously we’ll have to go and sit on it, because it can’t just be a thing of beauty. It’s got to be comfy as well.’ She scribbled down the name and address of the stockist. ‘Perhaps we can do that tomorrow?’


I took a deep breath. ‘CeCe, would you mind if I went back to Atlantis for a couple of days?’


‘If that’s what you want, Sia, of course. I’ll check out flights for us.’


‘Actually, I was thinking I’d go alone. I mean . . .’ I swallowed, steeling myself not to lose my impetus. ‘You’re very busy here now with the apartment and everything, and I know you have all sorts of art projects you’re eager to get going on.’


‘Yes, but a couple of days out won’t hurt. And if it’s what you need to do, I understand.’


‘Really,’ I said firmly, ‘I think I’d prefer to go by myself.’


‘Why?’ CeCe turned to me, her almond-shaped eyes wide with surprise.


‘Just because . . . I . . . would. That is, I want to sit in the garden I helped Pa Salt make and open my letter.’


‘I see. Sure, fine,’ she said with a shrug.


I sensed a layer of frost descending, but I would not give in to her this time. ‘I’m going to bed. I have a really bad headache,’ I said.


‘I’ll get you some painkillers. Do you want me to look up flights?’


‘I’ve already taken some, and yes, that would be great, thanks. Night.’ I leant forward and kissed my sister on the top of her shiny dark head, her curly hair shorn into a boyish crop as always. Then I walked into the tiny broom cupboard of a twin room that we shared.


The bed was hard and narrow and the mattress thin. Though both of us had had the luxury of a privileged upbringing, we had spent the past six years travelling round the world and sleeping in dumps, neither of us prepared to ask Pa Salt for money even when we’d been really broke. CeCe in particular had always been too proud, which was why I was so surprised that she now seemed to be spending money like water, when it could only have come from him.


Perhaps I’d ask Ma if she knew anything more, but I was aware that discretion was her middle name when it came to spreading gossip amongst us sisters.


‘Atlantis,’ I murmured. Freedom . . .


And that night, I fell asleep almost immediately.
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Christian was waiting for me with the boat when the taxi brought me to the pontoon moored on Lake Geneva. He greeted me with his usual warm smile and I wondered for the first time how old he really was. Even though I was certain he’d been the skipper of our speedboat since I was a little girl, with his dark hair and bronzed olive skin covering a finely toned physique, he still didn’t look a day over thirty-five.


We set off across the lake, and I leant back on the comfortable leather bench at the stern of the boat, thinking about how the staff who worked at Atlantis never seemed to age. As the sun shone down and I breathed in the familiar fresh air, I mused that perhaps Atlantis was enchanted and those who lived within its walls had been granted the gift of eternal life and would be there forever.


All except Pa Salt . . .


I could hardly bear to think about the last time I was here. All six of us sisters – each one adopted and brought home from the far corners of the earth by Pa Salt and named in turn after the Seven Sisters of the Pleiades – had gathered at our childhood home because he had died. There hadn’t even been a funeral, an occasion for us to mourn his loss; Ma told us he had insisted on being buried privately at sea.


All we’d had was his Swiss lawyer, Georg Hoffman, showing us what at first glance seemed to be an elaborate sundial, which had appeared overnight in Pa’s special garden. But Georg had explained that it was something called an armillary sphere and that it plotted the position of the stars. And engraved on the bands that circled its central golden globe were our names and a set of coordinates that would tell us exactly where Pa had found each of us, along with a quotation written in Greek.


Maia and Ally, my two elder sisters, had provided the rest of us with the locations the coordinates pinpointed and the meanings of our Greek inscriptions. Both of mine were as yet unread. I had stowed them in a plastic wallet along with the letter Pa Salt had written to me.


The boat began to slow down and I caught glimpses of the beautiful house we had all grown up in, through the veil of trees that shrouded it from view. It looked like a fairy-tale castle with its light pink exterior and four turrets, the windows glinting in the sunlight.


After we had been shown the armillary sphere and handed the letters, CeCe had been eager to leave. I hadn’t; I’d wanted to at least spend a little time mourning Pa Salt in the house where he had raised me with such love. Now, two weeks on, I was back, desperately in search of the strength and solitude I needed to come to terms with his death and carry on.


Christian steered the boat into the jetty and secured the ropes. He helped me out and I saw Ma walking across the grass towards me, as she’d done every time I’d returned home. Just the sight of her brought tears to my eyes, and I leant into her welcoming arms for a warm hug.


‘Star, what a treat to have you back here with me,’ Ma crooned as she kissed me on both cheeks and stood back to look at me. ‘I will not say you are too thin, because you are always too thin,’ she said with a smile as she led me towards the house. ‘Claudia has made your favourite – apple strudel – and the kettle is already boiling.’ She indicated the table on the terrace. ‘Sit there and enjoy the last of the sun. I’ll take your holdall inside and have Claudia bring out the tea and pastry.’


I watched her disappear inside the house, and then turned to take in the abundantly stocked gardens and pristine lawn. I saw Christian walking up the discreet path to the apartment built over the boathouse, which was tucked into a cove beyond the main gardens of the house. The well-oiled machine that was Atlantis still continued, even if its original inventor was no longer here.


Ma reappeared, Claudia following with a tea tray. I smiled up at her, knowing that Claudia spoke even more rarely than I, and would never start a conversation.


‘Hello, Claudia. How are you?’


‘I am well, thank you,’ she replied in her heavy German accent. All of us girls were bilingual, speaking French and English from the cradle at Pa’s insistence, and we only spoke English to Claudia. Ma was French through and through. Her heritage was visible in her simple but immaculate silk blouse and skirt, her hair drawn back into a chignon. Communicating with them both meant we girls grew up being able to swap languages instantaneously.


‘I see you still haven’t had a haircut,’ Ma smiled, gesturing to my long blonde fringe. ‘So, how are you, chérie?’ She poured the tea as Claudia retreated.


‘Okay.’


‘Well, I know that you are not. None of us are. How can we be, when this terrible thing happened so recently?’


‘No,’ I agreed as she passed me my tea and I added milk and three teaspoons of sugar. Contrary to my sisters’ teasing about my thinness, I had a very sweet tooth and indulged it often.


‘How is CeCe?’


‘She says she’s fine, though I don’t really know whether she is.’


‘Grief affects us all in very different ways,’ Ma mused. ‘And often, it prompts changes. Did you know that Maia has flown to Brazil?’


‘Yes, she sent me and CeCe an email a few days ago. Do you know why?’


‘I must presume it has something to do with the letter your father left her. But whatever the reason, I am happy for her. It would have been a dreadful thing for her to stay here alone and mourn him. She is too young to hide herself away. After all, you know so well how travel can broaden one’s horizon.’


‘I do. But I’ve had enough of travelling now.’


‘Have you, Star?’


I nodded, suddenly feeling the weight of the conversation on my shoulders. Normally, CeCe would be beside me to speak for us both. But Ma remained silent so I had to continue on my own.


‘I’ve seen enough.’


‘I’m sure you have,’ Ma replied with a soft chuckle. ‘Is there anywhere you two haven’t visited in the past five years?’


‘Australia and the Amazon.’


‘Why those places in particular?’


‘CeCe is terrified of spiders.’


‘Of course!’ Ma clapped her hands together as she remembered. ‘Yet it seemed there was nothing she was afraid of as a child. You must recollect how she was always jumping off the highest rocks into the sea.’


‘Or climbing up them,’ I added.


‘And do you recall how she could hold her breath under water for so long, I’d worry she had drowned?’


‘I do,’ I said grimly, thinking back to how she had tried to persuade me to join her in her extreme sports. That was one thing I had put my foot down about. During our travels in the Far East, she would spend hours scuba diving, or attempting to scale the vertiginous volcanic plugs of Thailand and Vietnam. But whether she was below the surface of the water or high above me, I would lie immobile on the sand reading a book.


‘And she always hated wearing shoes . . . I had to force her into them as a small child,’ said Ma with a smile.


‘She threw them into the lake once.’ I pointed to the calm water. ‘I had to persuade her to go and get them.’


‘She was always a free spirit,’ Ma sighed. ‘But so brave . . . And then, one day, when she was maybe seven, I heard a big scream from your room and I thought that perhaps CeCe was being murdered. But no, just a spider the size of a twenty-centime piece on the ceiling above her. Who would have thought it?’ She shook her head at the memory.


‘She’s also afraid of the dark.’


‘Well, that is something I did not know.’ Ma’s eyes clouded over and I felt I had somehow insulted her mothering skills – this woman who had been employed by Pa Salt to care for us adopted babies, who became children and then young women under her watch; to act in loco parentis when Pa was abroad on his travels. She had no genetic link to any of us. And yet, she meant so very much to us all.


‘She’s embarrassed to tell anyone she has bad nightmares.’


‘So that’s why you moved into her room?’ she said, understanding after all these years. ‘And why you asked me if you could have a night-light shortly afterwards?’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought that it was for you, Star. I suppose it only shows we can never know those we have brought up as well as we think we do. So, how is London?’


‘I like it, but we’ve only been there a short time. And . . .’ I sighed, not able to put my devastation into words.


‘You are grieving,’ Ma finished for me. ‘And perhaps you feel that wherever you are just now wouldn’t matter.’


‘Yes, but I did want to come here.’


‘And, chérie, it is a pleasure to have you, especially all to myself. That has not happened often, has it?’


‘No.’


‘Do you wish it to happen more, Star?’


‘I . . . yes.’


‘It is a natural progression. Neither you nor CeCe are children any longer. That does not mean you cannot stay close, but it is important for you both to have your own lives. I am sure CeCe must feel that too.’


‘No, Ma, she doesn’t. She needs me. I can’t leave her,’ I blurted out suddenly as all the frustration and fear and . . . anger at myself and the situation bubbled up inside me. Despite my powers of self-restraint, I could not hold back the sudden enormous sob that rose up from the depths of my soul.


‘Oh chérie.’ Ma stood up and a shadow crossed the sun as she knelt down in front of me, taking my hands. ‘Don’t be ashamed. It is healthy to let it out.’


And I did. I couldn’t call it crying, because it sounded far more like howling, as all the unspoken words and feelings locked inside me seemed to pour out in a torrent.


‘Sorry, sorry . . .’ I muttered, when Ma pulled a pack of tissues from her pocket to mop up the tidal wave of tears. ‘Just . . . upset ’bout Pa . . .’


‘Of course you are, and really, there is no need to apologise,’ she said gently, as I sat there feeling like a car whose petrol tank had just completely emptied. ‘I have often worried that you keep so much hidden inside. So, now I am happier,’ she smiled, ‘even if you are not. Now, may I suggest that you take yourself upstairs to your bedroom and freshen up before supper?’


I followed her inside. The house had such a very particular smell, which I’d often tried to deconstruct so that I could recreate it in my own temporary homes – a hint of lemon, cedar wood, freshly baked cakes . . . but of course, it was more than the sum of its original parts and simply unique to Atlantis.


‘Do you wish me to come up with you?’ Ma asked as I mounted the stairs.


‘No. I’ll be fine.’


‘We will talk again later, chérie, but if you need me, you know where I am.’


I arrived on the upper floor of the house where all we girls had our bedrooms. Ma also had a suite just along the hall, with its own small sitting room and bathroom. The room I shared with CeCe was between Ally’s bedroom and Tiggy’s. I opened the door and smiled at the colour of three of the walls. CeCe had been going through a ‘goth’ stage when she was fifteen and had wanted to paint them black. I had drawn the line at that, and suggested we compromise on purple. CeCe had insisted she would decorate the fourth wall by her bed herself.


After a day locked inside our bedroom, a glassy-eyed CeCe had emerged just before midnight.


‘You can see it now,’ she’d said, ushering me inside.


I’d stared up at the wall and was struck by the vibrancy of the colours: a vivid midnight-blue background interspersed with splashes of a lighter cerulean, and in the centre, a gorgeously bright and flaming cluster of gold stars. The shape was immediately familiar – CeCe had painted the Seven Sisters of the Pleiades . . . us.


As my sight adjusted, I’d realised that each star was formed out of small, precise dots, like little atoms combining to bring the whole to life.


I’d felt the pressure of her presence behind me, her apprehensive breath at my shoulder.


‘CeCe, this is amazing! Incredible, really. How did you think it up?’


‘I didn’t. I just’ – she’d shrugged – ‘knew what to do.’


Since then, I’d had plenty of time to stare at the wall from my bed, and continued to find some tiny detail that I’d never noticed before.


Yet, even though our sisters and Pa had complimented her effusively on it, she had not repeated the style again.


‘Oh, that was just something that came to me. I’ve moved on since then,’ she’d said.


Looking at it now, even twelve years on, I still thought the mural was the most imaginative and beautiful work of art CeCe had ever produced.


Seeing that my holdall had already been unpacked for me, the few clothes neatly folded on the chair, I sat down on the bed, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. There was almost nothing of ‘me’ in the bedroom at all. And I had no one to blame but myself.


I walked over to my chest of drawers, pulled the bottom drawer open and took out the old biscuit tin in which I had stored my most precious keepsakes. Sitting back down on the bed, I put it on my knees and opened the lid, drawing out an envelope. After its seventeen years’ sitting in the tin, it felt dry yet smooth beneath my fingers. Sliding out the contents, I looked at the heavy vellum notecard that still had the pressed flower attached to it.




Well, my darling Star, we managed to grow it after all.


Pa x





My fingers traced over the delicate petals – gossamer-thin, but still containing a faded memory of the vibrant claret hue that had graced the very first flowering of our plant, in the garden I’d helped Pa create during the school holidays.


It had meant getting up early, before CeCe awoke. She was a heavy sleeper, especially after the nightmares – which tended to arrive between the hours of two and four – so she never noticed my dawn absences. Pa would meet me in the garden, looking as though he had been up for hours, and perhaps he had been. I would be sleepy-eyed, but excited by whatever it was he had to show me.


Sometimes it was merely a few seeds in his hand; other times a delicate fledgling plant he’d brought home from wherever he’d travelled to. We would sit on the bench in the rose arbour with his huge and very old botanical encyclopaedia and his strong brown hands would turn the pages until we found the provenance of our treasure. Having read about its natural habitat, and its likes and dislikes, we would then hunt around the garden and decide between us the best place to put it.


In reality, I thought now, he would suggest and I would agree. But it had never felt like that. It had felt as though my opinion mattered.


I often recalled the parable from the Bible he’d recounted to me once as we worked: that every living thing needed to be nurtured carefully from the start of its life. And if it was, it would eventually grow strong and last for years to come.


‘Of course, we humans are just like seeds,’ Pa had said with a smile as I used my child-sized watering can and he brushed the sweet-smelling peat from his hands. ‘With the sun and the rain . . . and love, we have everything we need.’


And indeed, our garden flourished, and through those special mornings gardening with Pa, I learnt the art of patience. When sometimes, a few days later, I’d return to the spot to see if our plant had begun to grow, and found there was either no change or that the plant looked brown and dead, I would ask Pa why it wasn’t sprouting.


‘Star,’ he would say, as he took my face in his weathered palms, ‘anything of lasting value takes time to come to fruition. And once it does, you will be glad you persevered.’


So, I thought, closing the tin, tomorrow I will wake up early and go back to our garden.
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Ma and I ate together that evening at a candlelit table on the terrace. Claudia had provided a perfectly cooked rack of lamb with glazed baby carrots and fresh broccoli from the kitchen garden. The more I started to understand about cooking, the more I realised how gifted she actually was.


As we finished our meal, Ma turned to me. ‘Have you decided where you will settle yet?’


‘CeCe has her art foundation course in London.’


‘I know, but I am asking about you, Star.’


‘She’s buying an apartment overlooking the River Thames. We’ll be moving in there next month.’


‘I see. Do you like it?’


‘It’s very . . . big.’


‘That’s not what I asked.’


‘I can live there, Ma. It really is a fantastic place,’ I added, feeling guilty about my reticence.


‘And you will take your cookery course while CeCe makes her art?’


‘I will.’


‘I thought you might be a writer when you were younger,’ she said. ‘After all, you took a degree in English Literature.’


‘I love reading, yes.’


‘Star, you underestimate yourself. I still remember the stories you used to write as a child. Pa read them to me sometimes.’


‘Did he?’ The thought filled me with pride.


‘Yes. And don’t forget, you were offered a place at Cambridge University, but you didn’t accept it.’


‘No.’ Even I heard the abruptness of my tone. It was a moment I still found painful to dwell on, even nine years later . . .


‘You don’t mind if I try for Cambridge, do you, Cee?’ I’d asked my sister. ‘My teachers think I should.’


‘Course not, Sia. You’re so clever, I’m sure you’ll get in! I’ll have a look at unis in England too, though I doubt I’ll get an offer anywhere. You know what a dunce I am. If I don’t, I’ll just come with you and take a job behind a bar or something,’ she’d said with a shrug. ‘I don’t care. The most important thing is that we’re together, isn’t it?’


At the time, I had absolutely felt that it was. At home, and at boarding school, where the other girls sensed our closeness and left us to our own devices, we were everything to each other. So we agreed on other universities that had degree courses we both liked the sound of, which meant we could stay together. I did try for Cambridge, and to my amazement, was offered a place at Selwyn College, subject to getting the grades in my final exams.


I’d sat in Pa’s study at Christmas, watching him read the offer letter. He’d looked up at me and I’d relished the pride and emotion in his eyes. He’d pointed to the little fir tree bedecked in ancient decorations. Perched atop it, there shone a bright silver star.


‘There you are,’ he’d said with a smile. ‘Will you accept the offer?’


‘I . . . don’t know. I’ll see what happens with CeCe.’


‘Well, it must be your decision. All I can say is that at some point, you must do what is right for you,’ he’d added pointedly.


Subsequently, CeCe and I each got two offers to universities we’d jointly applied for, then we both took our exams and waited nervously to get our results.


Two months later, the pair of us were sitting with our sisters on the middle deck of the Titan, Pa’s magnificent yacht. We were on our annual cruise – that year sailing around the coast of the south of France – nervously clutching the envelopes with our maturité grades inside. Pa had just handed them to us from the pile of mail that was delivered by speedboat every other day, wherever we were on the water.


‘So, girls,’ Pa had said, smiling at our tense expressions, ‘do you wish to open them here, or in private?’


‘Might as well get it over with,’ CeCe had said. ‘You open yours first, Star. I know I’ll have probably failed anyway.’


With all of my sisters and Pa looking on, I’d opened the envelope with trembling fingers and pulled out the sheets of paper inside.


‘Well?’ Maia had asked as I took a long time to read the results.


‘I got a 5.4 overall . . . and a 6 in English.’


Everyone burst into cheers and applause, and I was squeezed into a tight embrace by my sisters.


‘Your turn now, CeCe,’ Electra, our youngest sister, had said with a glint in her eye. We all knew CeCe had struggled at school due to her dyslexia, whereas Electra was capable of passing any exam she chose to, but was simply lazy.


‘Whatever it says, I don’t care,’ CeCe had said defensively, and I’d signed ‘good luck’ and ‘love you’ to her. She had ripped the envelope open and I’d held my breath as her eyes skimmed over her results.


‘I . . . oh my God! I . . .’


We had all collectively held our breath.


‘I passed! Star, I passed! It means I’m in to Sussex to study Art History.’


‘That’s wonderful!’ I had replied, knowing how hard she had worked, but I’d also seen Pa’s quizzical expression as he’d looked at me. Because he knew the decision I would now have to make.


‘Congratulations, darling,’ Pa Salt had said, smiling at CeCe. ‘Sussex is a beautiful part of the world, and, of course, that’s where the Seven Sisters cliffs are.’


Later, CeCe and I had sat on the top deck of the boat, watching a glorious sunset over the Mediterranean.


‘I totally understand if you want to take the Cambridge offer, Sia, rather than coming to Sussex and studying there with me. Like, I wouldn’t want to stand in your way or anything. But . . .’ Her bottom lip had wobbled. ‘I don’t know what I’ll do without you. God knows how I’ll cope writing those essays without you to help me.’


That night on the boat, I’d heard CeCe stirring and moaning under her breath. And I’d known one of her terrible nightmares was beginning. By now adept at recognising the signs, I’d risen from my bed and slipped into hers, muttering soothing noises, but equally certain I would not be able to wake her. Her moaning had grown louder and she began to shout indecipherable words I had given up trying to understand.


How can I leave her? She needs me . . . and I need her . . .


And I did, back then.


So I had turned down Cambridge and taken up my offer at Sussex with my sister. And midway through the third term of her three-year course, CeCe had announced she was dropping out.


‘You understand, don’t you, Sia?’ she’d said. ‘I know how to paint and draw, but I can’t for the life of me put together an essay on Renaissance painters and all their endless bloody paintings of the Madonna. I can’t do it. Sorry, but I can’t.’


CeCe and I had subsequently left the room we’d shared in halls and rented a dingy flat together. And while I went to lectures, she had taken the bus to Brighton to work as a waitress.


That following year, I had come as close as I had ever been to despair, thinking of the dream I had given up.
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After supper, I excused myself to Ma and went upstairs to our bedroom. I took out my mobile from my rucksack to check my messages, and saw there were four texts and a number of missed calls – all from CeCe. As promised, I had texted her when the plane had landed in Geneva, and now I sent a short reply telling her that I was fine and having an early night and that we would speak tomorrow. Switching off the phone, I slid under my duvet and lay there, listening to the silence. And I realised how rare it was for me to sleep in a room alone, in an empty house that had once been full of noisy, dynamic life. Tonight, I would not be woken by CeCe’s murmurings. I could sleep right through until morning if I wanted to.


Yet, as I closed my eyes, I did my best not to miss her.
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Rising early the following morning, I threw on jeans and a hoodie, picked up the plastic wallet and tiptoed downstairs. Quietly easing open the front door of the house and taking the path to my left, I walked towards Pa Salt’s special garden, the plastic wallet containing his letter, my coordinates and the translated Greek inscription clutched in my hand.


Slowly, I wandered around the borders we’d planted together, checking on the progress of our progeny. In July, they came to full fruition: multi-coloured zinnias, purple asters, sweet peas gathered together like tiny butterflies, and the roses that climbed all over the arbour, shading the bench.


I realised there was only me to look after them now. Although Hans, our ancient gardener, was the ‘nanny’ for the plants when Pa and I were not here to care for them ourselves, I could never be sure that he loved them as we did. Stupid really, to think of plants as children. But as Pa had often said to me, the nurturing process was similar.


I stopped to admire a dearly loved plant that sported delicate purple-red flowers, suspended on fine stems above a mass of rich green leaves.


‘It’s called Astrantia major,’ Pa had said, as we’d planted the tiny seeds in pots nearly two decades ago. ‘Its name is thought to be derived from “aster”, the Latin word for “star”. And when it blooms, it has glorious starburst-shaped flowers. I must warn you that it is sometimes difficult to grow, especially since these seeds have travelled with me from another country and are old and dry. But if we succeed, it doesn’t take much looking after, just some good soil and a little water.’


A few months later, Pa took me to a shaded corner of the garden to plant out the seedlings, which had miraculously sprouted after careful nurturing, including a spell in the refrigerator, which Pa had said was necessary to ‘shock’ the seeds into life.


‘Now, we must be patient and hope that it likes its new home,’ he’d said, as we wiped the soil from our hands.


The Astrantia took another two years before it produced flowers, but since then it had happily multiplied, self-seeding in any spot in the garden that took its fancy. Looking at it now, I plucked off one of the blooms, my fingertips trailing across the fragile petals. And I missed Pa more than I could bear.


I turned and walked towards the bench nestled in the rose arbour. The wood was still covered in heavy dew and I used my sleeve to wipe it dry. I sat down, and felt as if the damp was seeping into my very soul.


I looked at the plastic wallet that held the envelopes. And I wondered now if I had made a mistake by ignoring CeCe’s original plea to open our letters together.


My hands shook as I took out Pa’s envelope, and, with a deep breath, tore it open. Inside was a letter, and also what looked like a small, slim jewellery box. I unfolded the letter and began to read.




Atlantis


Lake Geneva


Switzerland


My darling Star,


It is somehow the most fitting that I am writing to you, as we both know it is your preferred medium of communication. To this day, I treasure the long letters you wrote to me when you were away at boarding school and university. And subsequently, on your many travels to the four corners of the globe.


As you may know by now, I have tried to provide each of you with sufficient information about your genetic heritage. Even though I like to believe that you girls are truly mine, and as much a part of me as any naturally born child could be, there may come a day when the information I have might be of use to you. Having said that, I also accept it is not a journey all my daughters will wish to take. Especially you, my darling Star – perhaps the most sensitive and complex of all my girls.


This letter has taken the longest to compose – partly because I have written it in English, not French, and know that your use of grammar and punctuation is far superior to mine, so please forgive any mistakes I make. But also because I confess I am struggling to find a direct route to provide you with just enough information to set you on your path to discovery, yet equally, not disrupt your life if you choose not to investigate your origins further.


Interestingly, the clues I’ve been able to give your sisters have mostly been inanimate, yet yours will involve communication of the verbal variety, simply because the trail that leads back to your original story has been very well concealed over the years, and you will need the help of others to unravel it. I only found out the true details recently myself, but if anyone can do that, it’s you, my bright Star. That quick brain of yours coupled with your understanding of human nature – studied over years of observing and, most importantly, listening – will serve you well if you decide to follow the trail.


So, I have given you an address – it’s attached on a card to the back of this letter. And if you decide to visit, ask about a woman named Flora MacNichol.


Lastly, before I close and say goodbye, I feel I must tell you that sometimes in life one has to make difficult and often heartbreaking decisions that, at the time, you may feel will hurt people you love. And they might, at least for a while. Often, however, the changes that occur from your decision will eventually be the best thing for others too. And help them move on.


My darling Star, I will not patronise you by saying any more; we both know what it is I am referring to. I have learnt over my years on this earth that nothing can stay the same forever – and expecting it to is, of course, the biggest single mistake we human beings make. Change comes whether we wish for it or not, in a host of different ways. And acceptance of this is fundamental to achieving the joy of living on this magnificent planet of ours.


Nurture not only the wonderful garden we created together, but perhaps your own elsewhere. And above all, nurture yourself. And follow your own star. It is time.


Your loving father,


Pa Salt x





I looked up at the horizon and watched the sun appear from behind a cloud across the lake, chasing the shadows away. I felt numb and even lower than before I’d opened the letter. Perhaps it was the sense of expectation that I’d felt, yet there was very little in the letter that Pa and I had not discussed when he was alive. When I had been able to look into his kind eyes and feel the gentle touch of his hand on my shoulder as we gardened together.


I unfastened the business card that was paper-clipped to the letter and read the words printed on it.




Arthur Morston Books


190 Kensington Church Street


London W8 4DS





I remembered I’d once passed through Kensington on a bus. At least if I did decide to go and see Arthur Morston, I wouldn’t have far to travel, like Maia had had to. I then took out the quotation that she had translated from the armillary sphere.


The oak tree and the cypress grow not in each other’s shadow.


I smiled, as it perfectly described CeCe and me. She: so strong and intractable, her feet firmly rooted in the ground. Me: tall but wisp-like, swayed by the slightest wind. I already knew the quote. It was from The Prophet, by a philosopher named Khalil Gibran. And I also knew who stood – outwardly at least – in the ‘shadow’ . . .


I just didn’t know how to go about stepping into the sun.


After refolding it carefully, I retrieved the envelope that held the coordinates Ally had deciphered. She had written down the location they pinpointed. Out of all the clues, this was the one that frightened me most.


Did I want to know where Pa had found me?


I decided that, for now, I did not. I still wanted to belong to Pa and Atlantis.


Having replaced the envelope in the plastic wallet, I drew out the jewellery box and opened it.


Inside lay a small black figurine of an animal, perhaps made of onyx, which sat on a slim silver base. I took it out of the box and studied it, its sleek lines clearly denoting it was feline. I looked at the base and saw there was a hallmark, and a name engraved on it.


Panther


Set into each eye socket were tiny bright amber jewels that winked at me in the weak morning sun.


‘Who owned you? And who were they to me?’ I whispered into the ether.


Replacing the panther in its box, I stood up and walked towards the armillary sphere. The last time I’d seen it, all my sisters had been crowding around it, wondering what it meant and why Pa had chosen to leave us such a legacy. I peered into the centre, and studied the golden globe and the silver bands that encased it in an elegant cage. It was exquisitely fashioned, the contours of the world’s continents standing proud in the seven seas surrounding them. I wandered around it, noting the original Greek names of all my sisters – Maia, Alcyone, Celaeno, Taygete, Electra . . . and, of course, mine: Asterope.


What’s in a name? I quoted Shakespeare’s Juliet, pondering – as I had many times in the past – whether we had all adopted the personas of our mythological namesakes, or whether our names had adopted us. In contrast to the rest of my sisters, far less seemed to be known about my counterpart’s personality. I’d sometimes wondered whether that was why I felt so invisible amongst my siblings.


Maia, the beauty; Ally, the leader; CeCe, the pragmatist; Tiggy, the nurturer; Electra, the fireball . . . and then me. Apparently, I was the peacemaker.


Well, if staying silent meant peace reigned, then maybe that was me. And perhaps, if a parent defined you from birth, then, despite who you really were, you would try to live up to that ideal. Yet there was no doubt that all my sisters fitted their mythological characteristics perfectly.


Merope . . .


My eyes suddenly fell on the seventh band and I leant in to look closer. But unlike the rest of the bands, there were no coordinates. Or a quotation. The missing sister; the seventh baby we’d all been expecting Pa Salt to bring home, but who had never arrived. Did she exist? Or had Pa felt – being the perfectionist he was – the armillary sphere and his legacy to us would not be complete without her name? Perhaps, if any of us sisters had a child, and that child was a female, we could call her ‘Merope’ and the seven bands would be complete.


I sat down heavily on the bench, casting my thoughts back through the years to whether Pa had ever mentioned a seventh sister to me. And as far as I could remember, he hadn’t. In fact, he’d rarely talked about himself; he’d always been far more interested in what was happening in my life. And even though I loved him as much as any daughter could possibly love her father, and he was – apart from CeCe – the dearest person on the planet to me, I sat there with the sudden realisation that I knew almost nothing about him.


All I knew was that he had liked gardens, and had obviously been hugely wealthy. But how he’d come by that wealth was as much a mystery as the seventh band on the armillary sphere. And yet, I’d never felt for a moment as though our relationship was anything less than close. Or that he’d held back information from me when I had asked him something.


Perhaps I’d just never asked the right questions. Perhaps none of us sisters had.


I stood up and wandered around the garden checking on the plants and making a mental list for Hans, the gardener. I would meet him here later before I left Atlantis.


As I walked back towards the house, I realised that, after wanting to be here so desperately, I now wanted to fly back to London. And get on with my life.
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London in late July was hot and humid. Especially given that I was spending all day in a stuffy, windowless kitchen in Bayswater. In my scant three weeks there, I felt as though I was learning a lifetime’s worth of culinary skills. I brunoised, batonneted and julienned vegetables until I felt like my chef’s knife had become an extension of my arm. I kneaded bread dough until my muscles ached, and delighted in that moment of ‘spring back’, when I knew it was ready to prove.


Each night we were sent home to plan menus and timings, and in the mornings we would complete our mise en place – preparing ingredients and placing utensils on our workstations before we began. At the end of class, we would clean every surface until it was sparkling, and I felt a secret satisfaction that CeCe would never wander into this kitchen and cause a mess.


My course-mates were a motley bunch: men and women, ranging from privileged eighteen-year-olds to bored housewives who wanted to spice up their Surrey dinner parties.


‘I’ve been a lorry driver for twenty years.’ Paul, a burly forty-year-old divorcé chatted to me as he deftly piped the choux onto a baking tray to form delicate cheese gougères. ‘Always wanted to be a cook, and I’m finally doing it.’ He winked at me. ‘Life’s too short, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ I agreed with feeling.


Thankfully, thoughts of my own stagnant situation had been pushed aside with the pace of the course. And it helped that CeCe was as busy as I was. When she wasn’t preoccupied with choosing furniture for our new apartment, she was off riding the length and breadth of London on the red buses that snaked around the city, gathering inspiration for her current creative fetish – physical installations. This involved her collecting a whole heap of clutter from around the city and dumping it in our tiny sitting room: twisted pieces of metal which she’d gathered from scrapyards, a pile of red roof tiles, empty and smelly petrol cans and – most disturbingly of all – a half-burnt man-sized doll made of bits of cloth and straw.


‘The English burn effigies of a man called Guy Fawkes on bonfires in November. How this one here lasted until July, I’ll never know,’ she told me as she loaded a staple gun. ‘Apparently it’s got something to do with the fellow trying to blow up the Houses of Parliament hundreds of years ago. Bonkers, as the English say,’ she added with a laugh.


In the last week of the course, we were put into teams of two and asked to prepare a three-course lunch.


‘All of you know that teamwork is a vital part of running a successful kitchen,’ Marcus, our flamboyantly gay course leader, informed us. ‘You have to be able to work under pressure and not only give orders, but receive them too. Now, these are the pairings.’


My heart sank when I was teamed with Piers – more a floppy-haired boy than a man. So far, he’d contributed very little to group discussions, other than jokey juvenile comments.


The only good news was that Piers was a naturally talented cook. And often, to the irritation of the others, the one who would receive the most praise from Marcus.


‘It’s just ’cos he fancies him,’ I’d heard Tiffany, one of the cluster of posh English girls, bitching in the loo a few days ago.


I’d smiled as I washed my hands. And wondered if human beings ever really grew up, or whether life was simply a playground forever.
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‘So, this is your last day, Sia.’ CeCe smiled at me as I drank a hasty cup of coffee in the kitchen the following morning. ‘Good luck with your competition thing.’


Thanks. See you later,’ I called to her as I left the apartment and walked along Tooting High Street to get on the bus – the Underground was faster but I enjoyed seeing London on the journey. I was greeted by signs telling me that my bus was being rerouted due to gas works on Park Lane. So, as the bus crossed the river to the north, we didn’t go the usual way. Instead, we went through Knightsbridge and sat with the rest of diverted London, before the bus freed itself of traffic, eventually taking me past the magnificent domed Royal Albert Hall.


Relieved we finally seemed to be on our way, I listened to my habitual music: Grieg’s ‘Morning Mood’ – so reminiscent of Atlantis – as well as Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet . . . both originally played to me by Pa Salt. I thanked God for the invention of iPods – with CeCe’s taste for hard rock, the old CD player in our bedroom had regularly vibrated to breaking point with clanging guitars and screaming voices. As the bus drew to a halt, I searched the street for a familiar landmark, but recognised nothing. Except for the name above a shopfront to my left as the bus pulled away from the stop. Arthur Morston . . .


I craned my neck to look back, wondering if I was seeing things, but it was too late. As the bus turned right, I saw Kensington Church Street emblazoned on the road sign. A shiver ran through me as I realised I’d just seen the physical embodiment of Pa Salt’s clue.


I was still thinking about it as I filed into the kitchen with the other students.


‘Morning, sweetheart. Ready to cook up a storm?’ Piers came to stand next to me and rubbed his hands together in anticipation. I swallowed hard. I was a feminist in the truest sense of the word – I believed in equality with neither sex dominant. And it was fair to say that I loathed being addressed as ‘sweetheart’. Either by a man or a woman.


‘So.’ Marcus appeared in the kitchen and handed each pair what looked like a blank card. ‘On the other side of your card is the menu you are to prepare between you. I will expect each course to be on your workbench and ready to be tasted by me at noon sharp. You have two hours. Okay, loves, good luck. Turn over the card now.’


Immediately, Piers swiped the card from my hand. I had to peer over his shoulder to get a glimpse of what we were to cook.


‘Foie gras mousse with Melba toast, poached salmon with dauphinoise potatoes and sautéed green beans. Followed by Eton mess for dessert,’ Piers read aloud. ‘Obviously I’ll do the foie gras mousse and poach the salmon, as meat and fish is my thing, and leave you to do the veggies and the pudding. You’ll need to get started on the meringue first.’


I wanted to say that meat and fish was my thing too. And by far the most impressive bit of the summer lunch menu. Instead, I told myself that one-upmanship didn’t matter – as Marcus had said, this test was all about teamwork – and busied myself with combining the egg whites and caster sugar.


As the two-hour deadline approached, I was calm and prepared, while Piers was frantically re-piping his foie gras mousse, which he’d decided to remake at the last minute. I glanced at his salmon still poaching in its kettle, knowing he’d left it in for too long. When I had tried to say something, he had brushed me off impatiently.


‘All right, time’s up. Please stop what you’re doing,’ Marcus called, his voice ringing through the kitchen, and there was a clatter as the other cooks put down their utensils and stepped away from their plates. Piers ignored him as he hastily moved the salmon onto the plate next to my potatoes and beans.


Eventually, having praised and annihilated the other five offerings in equal measure, Marcus stood in front of us. As I knew he would, he lauded the presentation and the texture of the foie gras mousse, winking at his favourite chef.


‘Wonderful, well done,’ he said. ‘Now on to the salmon.’


I watched him take a bite of it, then frown and look directly at me.


‘This isn’t good, not good at all. It’s way overcooked. These beans . . . and potatoes, however,’ he said, taking a bite of both, ‘are perfect.’ Again, he smiled at Piers and I cast my eyes towards my fellow chef, waiting for him to correct Marcus’s mistake. Piers averted his eyes from my gaze and said nothing as Marcus moved on to my Eton mess.


In fact, it looked rather like a tulip about to open, the meringue itself forming the vessel in which the ‘mess’ of strawberries – macerated in cassis liqueur – and Chantilly cream were hidden. There was nothing ‘messy’ about it and I knew Marcus would either love it or hate it.


‘Star,’ he said, having tasted a spoonful, ‘the presentation is creative and it tastes bloody delicious. Well done.’


Marcus then awarded first prize to us for the starter and again for the dessert.


In the changing room, I opened my locker with slightly more force than necessary and retrieved my street clothes so I could change out of my chef’s whites.


‘I’m amazed you kept your cool in there.’


I looked up, the words having just mirrored my own thoughts. It was Shanthi – a gorgeous Indian woman who I’d guessed was around my age. She was the only member of the group apart from me who hadn’t joined the others for drinks at the pub at the end of each day. Yet she was very popular within the group, always exuding a calm, positive energy.


‘I saw Piers overcooking the salmon. He was at the bench next to me. Why didn’t you say something when Marcus blamed you?’


I shrugged and shook my head. ‘It doesn’t matter. It was only a piece of salmon.’


‘It would have mattered to me. It was an injustice done to you. And injustices should always be set straight.’


I pulled my bag out of my locker, not knowing what to say. The other girls were already leaving, heading off for a final end-of-course drink together. They called their goodbyes as they left, until it was only Shanthi and me left in the changing room. As I tied my trainer laces, I watched her brush her thick ebony hair, then apply a dark red lipstick with her long, elegant fingers.


‘Goodbye,’ I said as I headed towards the changing room door.


‘How do you fancy a drink? I know a great little wine bar round the corner. It’s quiet in there. I think you’d like it.’


I hesitated for a moment – one-on-one conversations hardly being my thing – and felt her eyes on me as I did so. ‘Yes,’ I agreed eventually. ‘Why not?’


We walked along the road and settled ourselves with our drinks in a quiet corner of the wine bar. ‘So, Star the Enigmatic.’ Shanthi smiled at me. ‘Tell me who you are?’


Given this was the question I always dreaded, I had a stock response to it. ‘I was born in Switzerland, I have five sisters, all adopted, and I went to Sussex University.’


‘And what did you study?’


‘English Literature. You?’ I asked, deftly tossing the conversational ball back to her.


‘I’m first-generation British from an Indian family. I work as a psychotherapist and mostly deal with depressed and suicidal adolescents. Sadly, there’s a lot of them about these days,’ Shanthi sighed. ‘Especially in London. The pressure parents bring to bear on their kids to achieve these days is something I’m all too familiar with.’


‘So why the cookery course?’


‘Because I love it! It’s my greatest pleasure.’ She grinned broadly. ‘You?’


I understood now that this woman was used to drawing people out, which made me feel even more guarded.


‘I love to cook too.’


‘Do you intend to make it your career?’


‘No. I think I like it because I’m good at it, even if that sounds a bit selfish.’


‘“Selfish”?’ Shanthi laughed, the musical timbre of her voice warm in my ears. ‘I believe feeding the body is also a way of feeding the soul. And it isn’t selfish in the slightest. It’s okay to enjoy what you’re good at, you know. In fact, it will help the finished product hugely. Passion always does. So, what else are you “passionate” about, Star?’


‘Gardens and . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Writing. I like writing.’


‘And I love reading. That, more than anything, has opened up my mind and enlightened me. I’ve never had the money to travel, but books take me there. Where do you live?’


‘Tooting. But we’re moving to Battersea soon.’


‘I live in Battersea too! Just off the Queenstown Road. Do you know it?’


‘No. I’m still quite new to London.’


‘Oh, so where have you lived since university?’


‘Nowhere really. I’ve travelled a lot.’


‘Lucky you,’ Shanthi said. ‘I hope to see more of the world before I die, but to date I’ve never had the money. How did you afford it?’


‘My sister and I took jobs wherever we were in the world. She did bar work and I usually did cleaning.’


‘Wow, Star, you’re far too bright and beautiful to have your hands down a toilet, but good on you. Sounds like you’re the eternal seeker . . . unable to settle down.’


‘It was more to do with my sister than me. I just followed her.’


‘Where is she now?’


‘At home. We live together. She’s an artist and she’s starting a foundation course at the Royal College of Art next month.’


‘Right. So . . . do you have a significant other?’


‘No.’


‘Neither do I. Any previous meaningful relationships?’


‘No.’ I looked at my watch, feeling heat spread through my cheeks at her barrage of questions. ‘I should be going.’


‘Of course.’ Shanthi drained her glass, then followed me out of the wine bar.


‘It’s been great to get to know you better, Star. Here’s my card. Drop me a text sometime and let me know how you’re getting on. And if you ever need to talk, I’m always here.’


‘I will. Goodbye.’


I walked away from her swiftly. I was not comfortable discussing ‘relationships’. With anyone.
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‘Finally!’


CeCe stood, hands on hips, in the cramped entrance to our apartment. ‘Where on earth have you been, Sia?’


‘I went out for a quick drink with a friend,’ I said as I passed her to go to the bathroom, hastily shutting the door.


‘Well, you might have told me. I’ve cooked you something to celebrate the end of your course. But it’s probably ruined by now.’


CeCe rarely, if ever, ‘cooked’. On the few occasions I hadn’t been around to feed her, she’d eaten takeaway. ‘Sorry. I didn’t know. I’ll be out in a second.’


I listened through the door and heard her marching away. After washing my hands, I pulled my fringe out of my eyes, bending my knees slightly to regard myself in the mirror.


‘Something has to change,’ I said to my reflection.
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By August, London felt like a ghost town. Those who could afford to had fled the temperamental UK climate, which seemed to oscillate inconsistently between humid and cloudy, sunny and wet. The ‘real’ London was asleep, waiting for its occupants to return from foreign shores so its daily business could resume once more.


I too felt a strange sense of torpor. If I had not slept in the days after Pa Salt’s death, now I could hardly rouse myself from bed in the mornings. In contrast, CeCe was all action, insisting I accompany her to choose a particular fridge or the perfect tile for the splashbacks in the new apartment.


One muggy Saturday, when I would have happily stayed in bed with a book, she demanded that I got up and dragged me on a bus to an antique shop, convinced I would love the furniture it stocked.


‘Here we are,’ she said as she peered out of the window and dinged the bus bell for the next stop. ‘The shop is number 159, so we’re here.’


We alighted and I gasped as, for the second time in the space of a couple of weeks, I had ended up a few feet from the door of Arthur Morston Books. CeCe turned left, heading to the shop next door, but I lagged behind, peering briefly into the window. It was full of old books, the kind that I one day dreamed of having enough money to collect, and which would adorn my own shelves on either side of my imagined fireplace.


‘Hurry up, Sia, it’s quarter to four already. I don’t know what time they close here on a Saturday.’


I followed her, entering a shop that was full of oriental furniture – crimson stained and lacquered tables, black cupboards with delicate butterflies painted on the doors, and golden Buddhas smiling serenely.


‘Doesn’t it make you wish we’d bought a container-load when we were travelling?’ CeCe raised her eyebrows as she looked at one of the price tags, then formed her hands into the sign for ‘lots of money’. ‘We must be able to source them cheaper elsewhere,’ she added.


She led us out of the shop and, having perused the windows of the other quaint old-fashioned shops along the street, we headed back to the bus stop. While we waited for the bus to arrive, there was nothing to do but stare back across the road into Arthur Morston Books. My sister Tiggy would tell me that it was fate. At best, I thought it was indeed coincidental.
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A week later, while CeCe went to the apartment to check on the progress of the tilers as we were due to move in a few days’ time, I walked to the local corner shop to buy a pint of milk. As I stood at the counter waiting for my change, I glanced down at a headline on the bottom right-hand side of The Times.


CAPTAIN OF THE TIGRESS DROWNS IN FASTNET STORM


My heart missed a beat – I knew my sister, Ally, was currently sailing in the Fastnet Race and the name of the boat was horribly familiar. The photograph below the headline was of a man, but it didn’t lessen my anxiety. I bought the newspaper and scanned the article nervously as I walked back to the apartment. And, having done so, breathed a sigh of relief that so far, at least, there was no news of any further fatalities. The weather, however, was apparently appalling and three-quarters of the boats had been forced to retire.


Immediately I sent a text message to CeCe and reread the article when I returned to the apartment. Even though my elder sister had been a professional sailor for years, the thought of her dying in a race was one I’d never even contemplated. Everything about Ally was so . . . vital. She lived her life with a fearlessness that I could only admire and envy.


I wrote her a short text saying I’d read about the disaster, and asked her to contact me urgently. My mobile rang as I pressed send, and I saw it was CeCe.


‘I’ve just spoken to Ma, Sia. She called me. Ally was in the Fastnet Race and—’


‘I know, I’ve just been reading about it in the newspaper. Oh God, Cee, I hope she’s okay.’


‘Ma said she’d had a call from someone to say she was. Obviously the boat’s pulled out of the race.’


‘Thank goodness! Poor, poor Ally, losing a crewmate like that.’


‘Terrible. Anyway. I’ll be on my way home in a bit. The new kitchen’s looking fantastic. You’re going to love it.’


‘I’m sure I will.’


‘Oh, and our beds and the double for the spare room have arrived too. We’re finally getting there. I can’t wait until we move in. See you later.’


CeCe ended the call, and I marvelled at her ability to switch to the practical so quickly after bad news, even though I knew it was just her way of coping. I mulled over whether I should be brave and tell CeCe that, at the grand old age of twenty-seven, perhaps it would be more appropriate to have our own bedrooms rather than share one. If we ever had guests to stay, it would be easy for me to move back into her room for a few days. It seemed ridiculous to be sharing when there was a spare room.


One day, Star, you’ll have to deal with it . . .


But, as always, it was not this day.
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As I was packing up my few possessions for the move a couple of days later, I got a call from Ma.


‘Star?’


‘Yes? Is everything all right? Is Ally okay? She hasn’t answered my texts,’ I said anxiously. ‘Have you spoken to her?’


‘I haven’t, no, but I know she’s unhurt. I have spoken to the victim’s mother. You probably read he was the skipper of Ally’s boat. What a lovely woman . . .’ I heard a sigh escape Ma’s lips. ‘Apparently her son left her my number for her to call in case anything happened to him. She thinks he may have had some form of premonition.’


‘You mean, of his own death?’


‘Yes . . . You see, Ally was secretly engaged to him. His name was Theo.’


I was silent as I took in the news.


‘I think Theo knew that Ally might be in shock and unable to contact us herself,’ Ma continued. ‘Especially as she had not yet told any of you that she was in a serious relationship with him.’


‘Did you know, Ma?’


‘Yes, I did, and she was so in love. It’s only been a few days since she left here. She told me that he was “the one”. I . . .’


‘Ma, I’m so very sorry.’


‘Forgive me, chérie, even though I know how life gives and takes away, coming so soon after your father’s death, for Ally, this situation is particularly tragic.’


‘Where is she?’ I asked.


‘In London, staying with Theo’s mother.’


‘Should I go and see her?’


‘I think it would be wonderful if you could attend the funeral. Celia, Theo’s mother, told me it is next Wednesday at two o’clock, at Holy Trinity Church in Chelsea.’


‘We’ll be there, Ma. I promise. Have you contacted the other sisters?’


‘Yes, but none of them can make it.’


‘What about you? Could you come?’


‘I . . . Star, I cannot. But I’m sure that you and CeCe can represent us all. Tell Ally that we send our love.’


‘Of course we will.’


‘I will leave you to tell CeCe. And how are you, Star?’


‘I’m okay. I just . . . can’t bear it for Ally.’


‘Chérie, neither can I. Don’t expect a reply to any message you send her – she isn’t responding to anybody just now.’


‘I won’t. Thank you for telling me. Bye, Ma.’


When CeCe arrived home, I told her as calmly as I could what had happened. And the date of the funeral.


‘Presumably you told Ma that we couldn’t make it? We’ll still be knee-deep in boxes so soon after the move.’


‘CeCe, we have to make it. We have to be there for Ally.’


‘What about our other sisters? Where are they? Why do we have to disrupt our plans? For God’s sake, we didn’t even know the guy.’


‘How can you say that?’ I stood up, feeling all the latent anger I’d been harbouring about to explode. ‘This isn’t about her fiancé, it’s about Ally, our sister! She’s been there for us both all of our lives and now she needs us to be there for her next Wednesday! And we will be!’ Then I left and headed towards the bathroom, which at least had a lock on the door.


Not wishing to see her as I was shaking with rage, I decided I might as well stay here and have a bath. In the claustrophobic concrete jungle that surrounded me, the yellowing tub had often provided a sanctuary I could escape to.


Submerging myself, I then thought of Theo and the fact that he hadn’t ever escaped from the water. I sat up immediately, sending small waves splashing all over the cheap linoleum floor, my breathing ragged with panic.


There was a knock on the door.


‘Sia? Are you okay?’


I swallowed hard, trying to take some deep breaths of air – air that Theo had not found and would never be able to breathe again.


‘Yes.’


‘You’re right.’ There was a long pause. ‘I’m really sorry. Of course we must be there for Ally.’


‘Yes.’ I pulled out the plug and reached over the edge of the bath for my towel. ‘We must.’
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The next morning, the removal van and driver CeCe had organised pulled up in front of our apartment. After loading up our few possessions – which mainly encompassed all CeCe’s junk for her new art project – we set off to collect the pieces of furniture she had bought from various shops around south London.


Three hours later, we arrived in Battersea. And, after CeCe had signed whatever she’d needed to sign at the sales office downstairs, the keys to our new home were in her possession. She unlocked the door and let us in, then walked around the echoing room.


‘I just can’t believe that this is all mine. And yours, of course,’ she added generously. ‘We’re safe now, Sia, forever. We have a home of our own. Isn’t it amazing?’


‘Yes.’


Then she reached out her arms to me and, knowing this was her moment, I went into them. And we stood in the centre of the cavernous empty space and hugged each other, giggling like the children we had once been at the ridiculousness of being so grown up.
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Once we’d moved in, CeCe was up and out early every morning to gather more materials for her installations before the first term of college at the beginning of September.


Which left me alone in the apartment all day. I was kept occupied with unpacking the boxes of bedding, towels and kitchen utensils CeCe had ordered. As I slid a set of lethally sharp chef’s knives into the block, I felt like a newly married woman setting up my first home. Except I wasn’t. Nowhere near it.


Once I had unpacked, I set to work on turning the long terrace into a garden in the air. I used what little I had left in my savings and almost my full month’s allowance from Pa Salt to buy anything I could to create as much immediate greenery and colour as possible. As I watched the man from the garden centre heave the big terracotta pot – filled with a gorgeous camellia covered in tiny white buds – onto the terrace, I knew Pa Salt would be turning in his grave at the extravagance, but I pushed the thought away, telling myself that on this occasion he’d understand.
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The following Wednesday, I dug out suitably sombre clothes for both of us – CeCe had to make do with a pair of black jeans as she didn’t own a single skirt or dress.


All the sisters had been in touch by text or email, asking CeCe and me to send their love to Ally. Tiggy – the sister I was probably closest to after CeCe – called me in person to ask me to give her a huge hug.


‘I so wish I could be there,’ she sighed. ‘But the guns are out up here and we have a lot of injured deer in just now.’


I promised I’d give Ally the hug and smiled as I thought of my gentle younger sister and her passion for animals. She worked at a deer sanctuary up in Scotland, and I’d thought when she’d taken the job how apt it was for her. Tiggy was as light on her feet as the deer themselves – I remembered vividly going to watch her dance in a school production when she was younger and how transfixed I had been by her grace.


CeCe and I headed across the bridge to Chelsea, where Theo’s funeral was to be held.


‘Wow, there are even television cameras and press photographers here,’ whispered CeCe as we stood queuing to get into the church. ‘Should we wait for Ally to arrive and say hello, do you think?’


‘No. Let’s just sit at the back somewhere. I’m sure we can see her afterwards.’


The large church was already packed to the gills. Kind people shoved up on a pew at the back and we were able to squeeze in at the end. Leaning to one side, I saw the altar, a good twenty paces in front of where we sat. I felt humbled and awed at how well-loved Theo must have been to draw these hundreds of people here to say goodbye to him.


A sudden hush silenced the chatter and the congregation turned as eight young men proceeded past us down the aisle bearing his coffin. Followed by a petite blonde woman, who was leaning on the arm of my sister.


I looked at Ally’s drawn features and saw the tension and sorrow etched onto her face. As she passed me, I wanted to stand up and hug her then and there, to tell her how proud I was of her. And how much I loved her.


The service was one of the most uplifting yet painful hours of my life. I listened to the eulogies on this man I had never met, yet whom my sister had loved. When we were told to pray, I put my head in my hands and cried for a life cut short so young, and for my sister, whose life had also been brought to a standstill by his loss. I cried too for the loss of Pa Salt, who had not given his girls the opportunity to grieve in the traditional way. It was then I understood for the first time why these ancient rituals were so vital: they provided structure at a time of emotional chaos.


I watched Ally from afar as she arrived at the altar steps, surrounded by a small orchestra, and her strained smile as she put the flute she had trained for years to play to her lips. The famous melody of ‘The Sailor’s Hornpipe’ rang through the church. I followed suit as everyone around me began to rise to their feet and fold their arms, before beginning the traditional knee-bending movements, until the whole congregation was bobbing up and down in time with the music. When it ended, the entire church erupted into applause and cheers. I knew it was a moment I would never forget.


I turned to CeCe as we sat down and saw that tears were pouring down her cheeks. It moved me further to see that my sister, who rarely showed emotion, was crying like a baby.


I grasped her hand. ‘You okay?’


‘Beautiful,’ she muttered, wiping her eyes roughly on her forearm. ‘Just beautiful.’


As Theo’s coffin was borne out of the church, his mother and Ally followed behind it. I briefly caught Ally’s eye and saw a shadow of a smile cross her face. CeCe and I took our turn to follow the coffin outside with the rest of the mourners, and stood on the pavement, both unsure what to do.


‘Do you think we should just leave? There are so many people here. Presumably Ally will have to speak to all of them,’ said CeCe.


‘We have to say hello. Give her a quick hug at least.’


‘Look, there she is.’


We saw Ally, her red-gold hair falling in waves around her unnaturally pale face, emerge from the crowd and walk towards a man who was standing alone. Something about their body language told me that we shouldn’t interrupt, but we moved closer so she would see us when she had finished.


Eventually, she turned away from him, and her face lit up as she came towards us.


Wordlessly, CeCe and I threw our arms around her. And hugged her as tightly as we could.


CeCe spoke to her, telling her how sorry we were. I found it hard to say anything; I knew I was close to tears again. And I felt they weren’t mine to shed.


‘Aren’t we, Star?’ CeCe prompted me.


‘Yes,’ I managed. ‘It was such a beautiful service, Ally.’


‘Thank you.’


‘And wonderful to hear you playing the flute. You haven’t lost your touch,’ CeCe added.


‘Listen, I have to go with Theo’s mum, but will you come back to the house?’ Ally asked.


‘I’m afraid we can’t. But listen, our apartment’s only over the bridge in Battersea, so when you’re feeling a bit better, just give us a bell and pop round, yes?’ CeCe suggested.


‘We’d really love to see you, Ally,’ I said, giving her another hug. ‘All the girls send their love to you. Take care of yourself, won’t you?’


‘I’ll try. And thanks again for coming. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.’


With a grateful smile, Ally gave us a last wave and then walked towards the black limousine that was waiting at the pavement for her and Theo’s mother.


‘We’d better get a move on ourselves.’ CeCe began to walk down the road, but I hung back to watch as the car pulled away from the kerb. Ally, my wonderful, brave, beautiful and – as I had thought of her up until now – invincible older sister. And yet she looked so fragile, as if a puff of wind could blow her away. As I hurried to catch up with CeCe, I realised it was love that had felled her strength.


And at that moment, I promised myself that one day I too would experience both the joy and pain of its intensity.
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I was relieved when, a couple of days later, Ally was true to her word and called me. We arranged for her to come round for lunch and to see the apartment, even though CeCe would be off taking photographs of Battersea Power Station for one of her art projects. And that afternoon, I set to work on a menu.


When the doorbell rang the next day, the apartment was filled with what I hoped was the calming smell of home-cooked food. Shanthi had been right, I thought: I wanted to feed Ally’s soul.


‘Hello, darling, how are you?’ I asked as I opened the door and embraced her.


‘Oh, coping,’ she said, following me inside.


But I could see that she wasn’t.


‘Wow! This place is fantastic,’ she said, walking over to the floor-to-ceiling windows to look at the view.


I’d set the table on the terrace, judging it just about warm enough to do so. She admired my makeshift garden as I served up the food and my heart broke as she asked about me and CeCe, when I could see her own heart was breaking over and over again. But I understood that her coping mechanism was to continue as she’d always done, and never ask for sympathy.


‘My goodness, this is delicious, Star. I’m discovering all sorts of hidden talents you have today. My cooking is basic at best and I can’t even grow cress in a pot, let alone all this.’ Her hands gestured to my plants.


‘Recently, I’ve been thinking about what talent actually is,’ I ventured. ‘I mean, are things that come easily to you a gift? For example, did you really have to try to play the flute so beautifully?’


‘No, I suppose I didn’t. Not initially, anyway. But then, to get better, I had to practise endlessly. I don’t think that simply having a talent for something can compensate for sheer hard work. I mean, look at the great composers: it’s not enough to hear the tunes in your head; you have to learn how to put them down in writing and how to orchestrate a piece. That takes years of practice and learning your craft. I’m sure there are millions of us who have a natural ability at something, but unless we harness that ability and dedicate ourselves to it, we can never reach our full potential.’


I nodded, taking it in, and feeling at a loss about my own possible talents.


‘Have you finished, Ally?’ I asked. I could see she had barely touched her plate.


‘I have. Sorry, Star. It was gorgeous, really, but I’m afraid I haven’t had much of an appetite recently.’


After that, we chatted about our sisters and what they’d been up to. I told her about CeCe, her college and how her ‘installations’ were keeping her busy. Ally commented on Maia’s surprise move to Rio, and how wonderful it was for her that at last she’d found happiness.


‘This has really cheered me up. And it’s so great to see you, Star.’


‘And you. Where will you go now, do you think?’


‘As a matter of fact, I might go to Norway and investigate what Pa Salt’s coordinates indicate is my original place of birth.’


‘Good,’ I said. ‘I think you should.’


‘Do you?’


‘Why not? Pa’s clues might change your life. They changed Maia’s.’


After Ally had left, with a promise to return soon, I walked slowly upstairs to the bedroom and pulled my plastic wallet out of a chest of drawers that was shaped in a series of steps – CeCe’s choice, not mine.


I unclipped the card attached to the back of Pa’s letter and stared at it yet again. And remembered the hope I had seen in Ally’s eyes when she had told me about Norway. Taking a deep breath, I finally reached for the envelope with the coordinates that Ally had looked up for me. And opened it.
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The next morning, I woke up to see a slight mist hanging over the river. And as I tended to my plants, I found the terrace wet with dew. Apart from my small shrubs and fast-drooping roses, it was impossible to spot greenery unless it was through binoculars, but I took in the changing scents of the season and I smiled.


Autumn was most definitely on its way. And I loved autumn.


Going upstairs, I grabbed my handbag and dug out the plastic wallet from my bottom drawer. And then, not allowing my over-analytical brain to process the path my feet were taking me along, I headed for the nearest bus stop.


Half an hour later, I was once again alighting in front of Arthur Morston Books. I peered into the window, which held a display of antique map books, lying on a faded length of purple velvet. I noticed that the map of South-East Asia that lay open still referred to Thailand as ‘Siam’.


In the centre of the display stood a small, yellowing globe on a stand, reminding me of the one that sat in Pa Salt’s study. I couldn’t see a single thing beyond the display – the day was bright outside, but the interior was as dark as any Dickensian bookshop I’d read about. I hovered outside, knowing that to enter would take me on a journey I wasn’t sure I was ready to embark on.


But what else did I have at present? An empty, aimless life, providing nothing of value to anyone. And I so wanted to do something of value.


I drew out the plastic wallet from my leather rucksack and thought of Pa Salt’s last words, hoping they would infuse me with the strength I needed. Finally, I opened the shop door and a small bell tinkled from somewhere within. It took my eyes a while to adjust to the shadowy light. It reminded me of an old library, with its dark wooden floor and a marble-topped fireplace halfway along one wall, forming the centrepiece around which two leather winged chairs were arranged. Between them stood a low coffee table piled high with books.


I bent down to open one and, as I did so, dust motes flew up and dispersed like minuscule snowflakes into a shaft of sunlight. Straightening, I saw that the rest of the room was taken up with endless bookshelves, their contents stacked tightly.


I glanced around, delighted. Some women might feel the same about finding a boutique full of stylish clothes. To me, this room was a similar nirvana.


I walked over to a bookshelf, searching for an author or a title I knew. Many of them were in foreign languages. I paused to peruse what looked to be an original Flaubert, then moved along to find the English books. I pulled down a copy of Sense and Sensibility – perhaps my favourite of Austen’s novels – and leafed through its yellowing pages, keeping my touch light on the ageing paper.


I was so immersed that I failed to notice a tall man surveying me from a doorway at the back of the shop.


I jumped at the sight of him, and snapped the book shut, wondering if it was an ‘impropriety’ – as I had just read in Austen – to open it.


‘An Austen fan, are we? More of a Brontë devotee myself.’


‘I love both.’


‘Of course, you must know that Charlotte was not a great admirer of Jane’s work. She deplored the fact that the literary supplements swooned over Ms Austen’s more . . . shall we say, “pragmatic” prose. Charlotte wrote with her romantic heart on her sleeve. Or, should I say, in her pen.’


‘Really?’ As I spoke, I tried to make out the man’s features, but the shadows were too heavy to see more than the fact that he was very tall and thin, with reddish-blond hair, wearing a pair of horn-rimmed glasses and what looked like an Edwardian frock coat. As for his age, in this light, he could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty.


‘Yes. Now then, are you looking for something in particular?’


‘I . . . not really.’


‘Well, browse away. And if there’s anything else you wish to take off the shelves and read, please feel free to sit in one of the armchairs and do so. We are as much a library as a bookshop, you see. I’m of the belief that good literature should be shared. Aren’t you?’


‘I absolutely am,’ I agreed fervently.


‘Do call up for me if you need help in finding something. And if we haven’t got it, I am bound to be able to order it in for you.’


‘Thank you.’


With that, the man disappeared through the door at the back, leaving me standing in the shop alone. This would never happen in Switzerland, I thought to myself, given that at any second I could snatch a book off the shelf and make a run for it.


A sudden noise pierced the dusty silence and I realised it was my mobile ringing. Mortified, I made to grab it and switch it to silent, but not before the man reappeared, putting his finger to his lips.


‘I do apologise, but it’s the only rule we have here. No mobiles allowed. Would you mind awfully taking the call outside?’


‘Of course not. Thanks. Bye.’


My face flaming red in embarrassment, I left the shop feeling like a naughty schoolgirl who’d been caught texting her boyfriend under the desk. It was also ironic as my mobile hardly ever rang, unless it was Ma or CeCe. Outside on the pavement, I looked down and saw it was a number I didn’t recognise, so I listened to the voicemail.


‘Hi, Star, it’s Shanthi. I got your number from Marcus. Just keeping in touch. Call me when you get a chance. Bye-bye, lovely.’


I felt irrationally irritated by the fact her call had led to an undignified exit from the bookshop. Having spent so long plucking up the courage to actually go in, I knew I wouldn’t find any more of it today. When I saw the bus that would take me back to Battersea, I crossed the road and jumped onto it.


You’re pathetic, Star, you really are, I berated myself. You should have just walked back inside. But I hadn’t. I’d even enjoyed the brief conversation I’d had with the man, which was a miracle in itself. And now I was on a bus back to my empty apartment and my empty life.


Arriving home, I stared at a bare wall, and decided that I needed to buy a bookshelf for it.


‘A room without books is like a body without a soul,’ I quoted to myself.


But as I was stony-broke until next month after all the plant buying, I also knew that I must do something about finding a job. Relying on Pa Salt’s posthumous funds wasn’t helping anything, especially not my self-esteem. Perhaps tomorrow I would walk down the high street and ask in bars and restaurants if there was any work going as a cleaner. Given my lack of communication skills, I definitely wasn’t cut out to be front-of-house.


I went upstairs to shower, and noticed the bottom drawer of my chest of drawers was still open from when I had retrieved the plastic wallet containing Pa Salt’s letter, the coordinates and the quotation. With a horrified jolt, I couldn’t remember when I’d last seen it. I ran downstairs to search for it, my heart beating like a proverbial drum against my chest as I tipped out the entire contents of my leather rucksack, but it wasn’t there. I tried to think whether I’d had it in my hands when I’d stepped into the shop and remembered that I had. But after that . . .


I could only hope that I had put it down on the table in the bookshop when I’d idled amongst the shelves.


Going to my laptop, I searched the bookshop’s website to look up a telephone number. When I rang, it clicked through to an answering machine, the distinctive tone of the man I’d met telling me that someone would call me back as soon as possible if I left them a number. I did so, then prayed to God that he would call. Because if that plastic wallet was lost, so was the link to my past. And, perhaps, my future.







   


[image: image]



The next day, I woke up and immediately checked my mobile to see if there was a message from the bookshop. As there wasn’t, I realised I had no choice but to retrace my movements to Kensington Church Street.


An hour later, I entered Arthur Morston Books for a second time. Nothing had altered since yesterday – and thankfully, on the table in front of the fireplace, lay my plastic wallet. I couldn’t help but give a small cry of relief as I picked it up and checked its contents, all of which were present and correct.


The shop was deserted and the door at the back of the room was closed, making it perfectly possible for me to leave without disturbing any occupant behind it. But however much I wished to do this, I had to remember the reason I had sought out this place originally. Besides, the tinkling bell must have alerted someone to my presence. And it was only polite to let them know that I had found what I needed before I left.


Again, my mobile shattered the silence and I ran to exit the shop before answering it.


‘Hello?’


‘Is that a Miss D’Aplièse?’


‘Yes?’


‘Hello, it’s Arthur Morston Books here. I’ve just received your message. I’m going to go downstairs now and see if I can find your missing item.’


‘Oh,’ I said, confused. ‘Actually, I’m standing outside. I was in the shop a few seconds ago, and yes, I found it on the table where I’d left it yesterday.’


‘I do apologise. I must have missed the bell. I opened up, you see, then dashed back upstairs. There’s a book coming up in an auction today—’ A ringing noise interrupted him. ‘That’s my representative on the landline now. Do excuse me for a moment . . .’


All went quiet at the other end, before I heard his voice again. ‘Forgive me, Miss D’Aplièse, I just had to decide on my maximum price for a first edition of Anna Karenina. Fabulous copy, best I’ve ever seen, and signed by the author too, although I’m rather afraid the Russians and their roubles will most likely win against my paltry pounds. Still, worth a punt, don’t you think?’


‘Er . . . yes,’ I replied, nonplussed.


‘As you’re here, so to speak, do you want to come back in and take a cup of coffee?’


‘No . . . it’s fine, thank you.’


‘Well, come back in anyway.’


The line went dead and I hovered yet again on the pavement, wondering at the bizarre way this bookshop was run. But as he’d said, I was here and now had an open invitation to go back inside and talk to the man who might or might not be Arthur Morston.


‘Good morning.’ The man was entering through the back doorway of the shop as I arrived at the front. ‘Sorry about all that, and my sincere apologies for not getting back to you sooner about your lost property. Are you sure I can’t persuade you into a coffee?’


‘Positive. Thanks.’


‘Ah! You’re not one of those young ladies who equate caffeine with heroin, are you? I must say that I don’t trust people who drink decaffeinated.’


‘No, I’m not. If I don’t have my morning cup, my day begins badly.’


‘Quite.’


I watched him as he sat down. Now he was closer, and the light was brighter, I reckoned he was in his mid-thirties, very tall and thin as a rake, like me. He was dressed today in an immaculate three-piece velvet suit, the shirt cuffs peeking out from the jacket sleeves, starched and exact, with a bow tie at the throat and a matching paisley pocket square folded just so in the breast pocket. He was pale of face, as though he had never seen the sun, and his long fingers intertwined around the coffee cup he held between his hands.


‘I’m cold. Are you?’ he said.


‘Not particularly.’


‘Well, it is almost September, and from what the weather forecaster said on the radio, below thirteen degrees. Shall we light a fire to cheer our senses on this misty grey morning?’


Before I could answer, he’d stood up and busied himself with the fire. Within a few minutes, the contents of the grate were alight and a blissful warmth began to emanate from it.


‘Will you sit down?’ he indicated the chair.


I did so.


‘You don’t say much, do you?’ he commented, but before I could answer he continued, ‘Do you know that the worst thing in the world for the health of books is damp? They’ve dried out all summer, you see, and one has to nurse them and their fragile interiors so they don’t catch paper jaundice.’


He lapsed into silence then, and I stared blindly into the fire.


‘Please feel free to leave at any time. My apologies if I’m keeping you.’


‘You’re not, really.’


‘By the way, why did you come to visit the shop yesterday?’


‘To look at the books.’


‘Were you just passing?’


‘Why do you ask?’ I said, feeling suddenly guilty.


‘Simply because most of my business these days is conducted online. And the people who come into the shop are mainly locals who I’ve known for years. Plus the fact that you’re not over fifty, or Chinese, or Russian . . . Putting it bluntly, you don’t resemble my average client.’ He peered at me thoughtfully from behind his horn-rimmed glasses. ‘I know!’ He slapped his thigh delightedly. ‘You’re an interior designer, aren’t you? Furnishing some lavish flat in Eaton Square for an oligarch, and requiring twenty yards of books so that the owner can show his illiterate friends how cultured he is?’
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