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Lucinda dedicates this novel to her readers across the globe.


I dedicate it to my mother, Lucinda, who inspired me in every way – H.W.











Dear Reader,


Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Harry, and I am Lucinda Riley’s eldest son. I suspect not, but perhaps it surprised you to see two names on the cover of this long-awaited novel.


Just before the release of The Missing Sister in 2021, Lucinda announced that there was to be a surprise eighth and final instalment in the Seven Sisters series, which would tell the tale of the enigmatic Pa Salt. In her Author’s Note at the end of the seventh book, she wrote: ‘It’s been in my head for eight years, and I can’t wait to finally get it down on paper.’


Tragically, Mum died in June 2021 following an oesophageal cancer diagnosis in 2017. Perhaps you are speculating that she never had the chance to pen anything. But fate works in mysterious ways. In 2016, Mum was flown over to Hollywood by a production company who were interested in acquiring the film rights to the Seven Sisters. As such, the team were desperate to know how she saw the series ending – four books ahead of schedule.


The process forced Mum to assemble her fragmented thoughts in a document. She wrote thirty pages of script dialogue for the potential producers, which take place at the climax of the series’ narrative. I’m sure I don’t need to persuade you that those pages were predictably magnificent; packed with drama, suspense . . . and an enormous surprise.


In addition to this, fans of the series will know that Pa Salt cameos in each book. Mum kept a timeline of the character’s movements across the decades, forming a comprehensive spotter’s guide. In these ways, Lucinda got more ‘down on paper’ than she ever gave herself credit for.


In 2018, Mum and I created the Guardian Angels series for children and co-authored four books. During this time, she asked me to complete the Seven Sisters series if the worst were to happen. Our conversations will always remain private, but I wish to stress that I was a fail-safe put in place in case of the unthinkable. And unthinkable it was. I don’t believe that Mum ever really considered that she would actually die, and neither did I. Several times, she somehow defied the laws of science and nature to bounce back from the brink. But then Mum was always a little bit magic.


After her death, there was no question that I would keep my word. Many people have asked about the pressure of the task. Ultimately, Atlas promises to reveal secrets that have kept readers guessing for a decade. However, I’ve always seen the process as a tribute. I’ve completed the task for my best friend and my hero. In that way, there’s been no pressure at all and it’s proved to be a labour of love. I predict that some will naturally obsess over which plot elements are Mum’s and which are mine, but I don’t think that’s important. Put simply, the story is the story. And I know you will be emotionally satisfied at the end of this book. Mum has made sure of that.


Arguably Lucinda’s greatest achievement is that no one has correctly identified the secret driving force behind the series – and there have been thousands of theories. Atlas will reward those who have loved the novels since the beginning, but there is a new story to tell, too (although it’s always been there, hidden quietly amongst the first 4,500 pages). Perhaps all I’m doing is removing the smokescreen . . .


Working on Atlas: The Story of Pa Salt has been the challenge and privilege of a lifetime. It is Lucinda Riley’s parting gift and I am so excited to deliver it.


Harry Whittaker, 2023









There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.


William Shakespeare
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ATLANTIS


Pa Salt – the sisters’ adoptive father


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


Merry (Merope)
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As the bitter wind whipped up a flurry of snow before them, the two young boys pulled their thinning fur coats tightly around their faces.


‘Come on!’ cried the elder of the pair. Although he had just turned eleven, his voice already possessed a gruff, husky quality. ‘That’s enough. Let’s get back home.’


The younger boy – only seven – picked up the pile of firewood they had been collecting and ran after the older boy, who was already striding away.


When they were halfway home, the children became aware of a faint cheeping noise coming from the trees. The older boy stopped in his tracks.


‘Do you hear that?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ replied the small boy. His arms were aching from the weight of the wood, and although they had been still for just a moment, he had started to shiver. ‘Can we get home, please? I’m tired.’


‘Don’t whine,’ the older boy snapped. ‘I’m going to investigate.’ He made his way to the base of a nearby birch and knelt down. Reluctantly, the smaller boy followed behind.


Before them, wriggling helplessly on the hard ground, was a baby sparrow no bigger than a rouble.


‘He’s fallen from the nest,’ the older boy sighed. ‘Or, I wonder . . . listen.’ The pair stood still in the snow, and eventually heard a high-pitched call from above. ‘Aha! That’s a cuckoo.’


‘The bird from the clock?’


‘Yes. But they are not friendly creatures. The cuckoo lays its eggs in the nests of other birds. Then, when the chick hatches, it pushes the other babies out.’ He sniffed. ‘That’s what’s happened here.’


‘Oh no.’ The smaller boy bent down and used his little finger to gently stroke the bird’s head. ‘It’s all right, friend, we’re here now.’ He looked up at his companion. ‘Maybe if we climb the tree, we can put him back.’ The boy attempted to spot the nest. ‘It must be very high up.’ Suddenly, there was a sickening crunch from the forest floor. He looked down to see that the older boy had crushed the chick under his boot.


‘What have you done?’ the small boy cried in horror.


‘The mother wouldn’t have accepted it. Best to kill it now.’


‘But . . . you don’t know that.’ Tears began to prick the boy’s brown eyes. ‘We could have tried.’


The elder of the pair put his hand up to dismiss the protestations. ‘There is no point in trying when something is doomed to failure. That is simply a waste of time.’ He continued down the hill. ‘Come on. Let’s get back.’


The younger boy bent down to look at the lifeless chick. ‘I’m sorry about my brother,’ he sobbed. ‘He is in pain. He didn’t mean to do this.’
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The diary is a present from Monsieur and Madame Paul Landowski. They say that, because I don’t speak yet they know that I can write, it would be a good idea if I tried to note down things that I think. At first, they thought I was just plain stupid, that I had lost my wits, which in many ways I have. Or more accurately, perhaps I have just exhausted them, having lived by them for so long. They are very tired, and so am I.


The reason they know that I at least have some sense left is because they asked me to write. To begin with, they tried to make me write my name, age and where I had come from, but I learnt long ago that writing such things on paper can get you into trouble, and trouble is something I want no more of ever again. So, I sat at the table in the kitchen and copied out a piece of poetry that Papa had taught me. Of course, it was one that would not betray where I came from before I arrived under a hedge in their garden. Nor was it one of my favourites, but I felt the words suited my mood, and were enough to show this kind couple – whom fate had thrown in my path when death was knocking at my door – that I could communicate. So I wrote:




Tonight I’ve watched


the moon and then


the Pleiades


go down


The night is now


half-gone; youth


goes; I am


in bed alone





I wrote it in French, English and German, none of which was the language I’d used since I’d been old enough to talk (which I can, of course, but just like words on paper, anything spoken – especially in haste – can be used as currency). I admit to enjoying the look of surprise on Madame Landowski’s face as she read what I’d written, even if it wasn’t helpful to her in discovering who I was, or who I belonged to. Elsa the maid had a look in her eye which suggested that I should be posted back to where I had come from as soon as possible when she slammed down a bowl of food in front of me.


Not speaking is no hardship. It is over a year since I left the home I had known for as long as I could remember. In that time, I’ve only used my voice when absolutely necessary.


From where I am writing this, I can look out of the tiny attic window. Earlier, I watched the Landowski children come up the path. They had been to school and looked very smart in their uniforms – Françoise in white gloves and a straw hat they call a boater, and her brothers in white shirts and blazers. Even if I hear Monsieur Landowski complaining often about his lack of money, the big house, his lovely garden and the beautiful dresses that the ladies of the house wear tell me he must be very rich indeed.


I’ve also chewed my pencil, a habit Papa tried to prevent me from continuing by putting all sorts of terrible flavours on the end of it. He once told me the day’s flavour tasted quite nice but was poison, so if I put it anywhere near my mouth, I would die. Yet still, as I thought about the translation he’d given me to decipher, into my mouth the pencil had gone. I’d heard a scream as he’d seen me, and I’d been taken outside by the scruff of the neck and my mouth packed with snow, which I then had to spit out. I didn’t die, but I’ve often wondered since whether it was just a harsh ruse to shock me into stopping or whether the snow and the spitting had saved me.


Even though I do my best to remember him, it is so many years since I last saw him and he is fading from my mind . . .


Perhaps it is for the best. Yes, best in every way that I forget everything that has gone before. Then, if they torture me, I will have nothing to tell them. And if Monsieur or Madame Landowski think that I shall write things down in the diary they have so kindly given me, trusting to the little lock with a key that I can keep in my leather pouch, then they are sorely mistaken.


‘A diary is a place in which you can write down anything you feel or think,’ Madame Landowski had explained gently. ‘It is also a place of privacy, for your eyes only. I promise that we shall never look.’


I had nodded profusely, then smiled my gratitude with my eyes, before running upstairs to my attic bedroom. I do not believe her. I know from experience how both locks and promises can be so easily broken.


I promise on your beloved mother’s life that I shall return for you . . . Pray for me, wait for me . . .


I am shaking my head, trying to lose the memory of Papa’s last words to me. Yet somehow, even though others I wish to recall float like dandelion seeds away from my brain’s grasp the minute I try to harness them, that sentence will not budge whatever I do.


Still, the diary is leather-bound, and full of the thinnest of paper. It must have cost the Landowskis at least a franc (which is what they call their money here), and it was, I think, a gesture made to help me, so I shall use it. Besides, even though I have learnt not to talk, I often wondered on my long journey whether I might forget how to write. Having no paper or pencil with me, one of the ways I’d get through those freezing winter nights was to recite passages of poetry in my head, then imagine writing the letters in ‘my mind’s eye’.


I very much like that phrase – Papa had called it the window to our imagination and, when I wasn’t reciting poetry, I would often disappear into that cavernous place that Papa said contained no boundaries. It was as large as you wished it to be. Small-minded men, he’d added, had, by definition, a limited imagination.


And even if the kind Landowskis were proving to be my human saviours, tending to the outer me, I still needed to disappear inside myself, screw my eyes up tight and think thoughts that could never be written down because I could never trust another human being again.


Therefore, I thought, what the Landowskis would get if any of them ever read this – and part of me was sure that they would try, just out of curiosity if nothing else – is a diary that began on the day that I had already said my last prayers. 


In fact, maybe I had never said them; I had been so delirious with fever, starvation and exhaustion that perhaps I dreamt it – but anyway, it was the day that I had gazed into the most beautiful female face I had ever seen.


As I wrote an abridged, factual paragraph on how the beautiful lady had taken me in, whispered words of endearment and allowed me to sleep indoors for the first time in heaven knows how long, I thought about how sad she had looked the last time I’d seen her. I had since discovered her name was Izabela – Bel for short. She and Landowski’s atelier assistant, Monsieur Brouilly (who’d asked me to call him Laurent, not that in my current state of dumbness I’d call him anything at all), had fallen madly in love. And that night, when she looked sad, she had come to say goodbye. Not just to me, but to him too.


Even though I was very young, I had actually read quite a lot about love. After Papa had left, I’d worked my way through his bookshelf and learnt some extraordinary things about the ways of grown-ups. At first, I had presumed that the physical act which was being described must make the story a comedy in some ways, but then when it had been repeated by authors I knew were definitely not humorists, I’d realised that it must be true. Now that was something I definitely wouldn’t be writing about in my diary!


A small chuckle escaped my lips and I slapped my hands to my mouth. It felt so strange, because a chuckle was an expression of some level of happiness. The physical body’s natural response.


‘Goodness!’ I whispered. It was odd to hear my own voice, which seemed deeper than the last time I’d uttered a word. No one would hear me up here in the attic; both the maids were downstairs scrubbing, polishing and working through the endless laundry that hung on the ropes tethered at the back of the house. Anyway, even if they couldn’t hear me up here, it was a habit I mustn’t get into, this happiness thing, because if I could chuckle, then it meant I had a voice and could definitely speak. I tried to think of things to make me sad, which really did feel very odd, given that the only way I seemed to – against all the odds – have made it to France was by disappearing into my imagination and thinking happy thoughts. I thought about the two maids, who I could always hear chattering through the thin wall that separated us at night. They complained that their pay was terrible, the hours too long, their mattresses lumpy and their attic bedroom freezing in winter. I wanted to hammer on the thin wall and shout that they should feel so lucky that there was a wall separating me and them, that the family did not all live together in a single room, that they had wages, however bad they were. And as for saying that their rooms were cold in winter . . . well, I had studied the climate of France, and even though Paris, which I’d discovered we were on the very edges of, was in the north, the thought of a couple of degrees below zero being a problem made me want to chuckle all over again.


I finished the first paragraph in my brand-new ‘official’ diary and read it back to myself, pretending that I was Monsieur Landowski who was reading it, with his funny little beard and big bushy moustache.




I live in Boulogne-Billancourt. I have been taken in by the kind Landowski family. Their names are Monsieur and Madame Paul and Amélie Landowski, and their children are Nadine (20), Jean-Max (17), Marcel (13) and Françoise (11). They are all very kind to me. They tell me I have been very ill and it will take time to get my strength back up. The maids are named Elsa and Antoinette, and the cook is Berthe. She is always offering me more and more of her beautiful patisserie, to fatten me up, she says. The first time she gave me a full plate, I ate every morsel on it and then I was violently sick five minutes later. When the doctor came to see me, he told Berthe that my stomach had shrunk through malnutrition and she must give me smaller plates of food, or I could get very sick again and die. I think this upset Berthe, but I hope that now I am almost eating properly again I am also appreciating her cooking. There’s a member of staff I have not yet met, but who the family talk about a lot. Her name is Madame Evelyn Gelsen, and she is the housekeeper. She is on holiday at the moment, visiting her son, who lives in Lyon.


I am worried that I am costing this kind family money, what with all the food I now eat, plus the doctor having to come out and visit me. I know how expensive doctors can be. I have no money and no occupation and I can’t see a way of paying them back, which of course they will expect and is the right thing to do. I am not sure how long I will be allowed to stay here, but I try to enjoy every day in their beautiful home. I thank the Lord for their kindness and pray for them every night.





My teeth crunched down on the end of the pencil as I nodded with satisfaction. I had made the language simplistic, adding the odd basic spelling mistake just to make me look like I was a normal ten-year-old boy. It wouldn’t do to let them know what kind of education I had once received. After Papa had left, I’d done my best to keep up my lessons as he’d urged me to do, but without him as my guide, things in that department had suffered rather.


Pulling out a beautiful sheet of clean white paper from the drawer in the old desk – and to me, having a drawer and a writing space all of my own was beyond any luxury I’d ever imagined – I began to write a letter.




Landowski Atelier


Rue Moisson Desroches


Boulogne-Billancourt


7th August 1928


Dear Monsieur and Madame Landowski,


I wish to say thank you to you both for your gift. It is the most beautiful diary I’ve ever owned and I will write in it every day, as you asked me.


Also, thank you for having me.





I was just about to add the polite ‘Yours’ and my name before I stopped myself. I folded the paper neatly in two and then four, and wrote their names on the front of it. I would put it on the silver dish that held the post tomorrow.


Even if I had not reached the place I had set out for, I was near enough. Compared to the distance I’d already completed, it was the equivalent to a stroll along the Rue Moisson Desroches and back. But I did not want to leave yet. As the doctor had said to Berthe, I needed to build up my strength, not just in my body, but in my mind. Even if the doctor could not see into it, I could have told him that the worst thing wasn’t the physical punishment I’d taken, but the fear that clawed inside me still. Both the maids, probably because they’d got bored of complaining about everyone else in the house, had told me that I cried out in the night, waking them up. On my long journey, I had become so used to it and so exhausted besides, that I’d been able to fall straight back to sleep, but here, being rested and warm in my own bed had made me soft. Often, I couldn’t return to sleep after the nightmares had come. I wasn’t even sure that ‘nightmares’ was the correct way to describe them. So often it was my cruel mind making me relive things that had really happened to me.


Standing up and walking over to my bed, diary in hand, I climbed under the sheet and the blanket I did not need because the weather at present was stifling. I took the diary and rammed it down the inside of my pyjama bottoms, so it sat snugly against my inner thigh. Then I removed the leather pouch that hung from my neck and put it in the same place against my other thigh. If my long journey had taught me anything, it was where the safest hiding places were for such precious things.


I lay back on the mattress – another thing Elsa and Antoinette had complained about, yet to me it was like sleeping on a cloud of angels’ wings – closed my eyes, said a quick prayer for Papa and my mama, wherever in heaven she might be, and tried to drift into sleep.


A thought was nagging at me as I did so. As much as I hated to admit it, there was another reason for me writing my thank you letter to the Landowskis: even though I knew I must continue my journey, I was not quite ready to give up the most wonderful feeling of all – safety.
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‘So, what do you think of him, young man?’ Monsieur Landowski asked me as I looked into the eyes of our Lord, just one of which was almost as big as I was. He had just finished perfecting the head of what in Brazil they called the Cristo Redentor, and who I would call Jesus Christ. I had been told by Monsieur Laurent Brouilly that the statue would stand on top of a mountain in a city called Rio de Janeiro. It would be thirty metres tall by the time all the pieces had been put together. I had seen the miniature versions of the finished sculpture and knew that the Brazilian (and French) Christ would stand with his arms wide open, embracing the city beneath him. It was clever how, from a distance, you might just think it was a cross. How they would get the statue up the mountain and assemble it had been a matter of great discussion and worry over the past few weeks. Monsieur Landowski seemed to have many heads to worry about, because he was also working on the sculpture of a Chinese man called Sun Yat-sen, and was fretting over the eyes. He was a perfectionist, I thought.


During the long, hot summer days, I had been drawn to Monsieur Landowski’s atelier, creeping in and hiding behind the many boulders that sat on the floor, waiting to be shaped into a form. The workshop was usually busy with apprentices and assistants who, like Laurent, were there to learn from the great master. Most of them ignored me, although Mademoiselle Margarida always gave me a smile when she arrived in the morning. She was a great friend of Bel, so I knew she was one of the trustworthy ones.


Monsieur espied me in the atelier one day and, like any father, reproached me for not asking permission before I entered. I shook my head and put my arms out in front of me, backing away towards the door, then the kind monsieur relented and beckoned me towards him.


‘Brouilly here tells me you like to watch us at work. Is this true?’


I nodded again.


‘Well then, there is no need to hide. As long as you swear never to touch anything, you are welcome here, boy. I only wish my own children showed as much interest as you in my profession.’


Since that moment, I had been allowed to sit at the trestle table with a piece of unwanted soapstone, and provided with my own set of tools.


‘Watch and learn, boy, watch and learn,’ Landowski had advised. And I had. Not that it made any difference to my own methods, banging the hammer onto the chisel upon my piece of rock. No matter how I tried to shape it into the simplest of forms, I always ended up with a pile of rubble in front of me.


‘So, boy, what do you think?’ asked Monsieur Landowski, gesturing to the head of the Cristo. I nodded vigorously, as always feeling guilty that this kind man who had taken me in still tried to elicit a vocal response from me. He deserved to receive one just due to his perseverance, but I knew that as soon as I opened my mouth to talk, I’d be in danger.


Madame Landowski, now knowing I could write and understand what was being said to me, had handed me a pile of scrap paper.


‘So, if I ask you a question, you can write the reply, yes?’


I’d nodded. From then on, communication had been very simple.


In answer to Monsieur Landowski’s question, I took my pencil from my shorts pocket, wrote one word that took up almost the entire page, and handed it to him.


He chuckled as he read it.


‘“Magnifique”, eh? Well, thank you, young sir, and let us only hope that your response is the one the Cristo will receive when he stands proudly atop Corcovado Mountain on the other side of the world. If we can ever get him there . . .’


‘Have faith, sir,’ countered Laurent from behind me. ‘Bel tells me that preparations for the use of the funicular railway are well underway.’


‘Does she indeed?’ Monsieur Landowski raised one of his bushy grey eyebrows. ‘You seem to know more than I do. Heitor da Silva Costa keeps telling me we will discuss how to ship my sculpture over and then erect it, but the conversation never seems to take place. Is it lunchtime yet? I need some wine to calm my nerves. I am beginning to feel that this Cristo project may be the end of my career. I was a fool for ever saying yes to such madness.’


‘I’ll fetch the meal,’ Laurent responded, and headed for the tiny kitchen, every detail of which I would always remember as being my first safe haven since I’d left home all those months ago. I smiled as I watched Laurent open a bottle of wine. As I often did when I was awake early, I’d crept down to the atelier at dawn just to be amongst the beauty it contained. I’d sit there and think about how Papa would have laughed that out of all the places I could have ended up, such as the Renault factory only a few kilometres from here, I’d arrived instead in a place that he himself would have called an artistic temple. I just knew that it would please him somehow.


This morning, as I’d sat amongst the boulders and looked up into the Cristo’s gentle face, I’d heard a noise from the room behind the curtain where we ate our food. Tiptoeing over to it and peering behind, I had seen a pair of feet sticking out from under the table. It transpired the sound was the gentle snoring of Laurent. Since Bel had gone back to Brazil, I’d noticed he often seemed the worse for drink in the morning, his eyes red and bleary, and his skin sallow and grey as if he might have to go and heave up the contents of his stomach at any moment. (And I had had a lot of experience in knowing when a man or a woman had sailed well past normal boundaries.)


As I watched him now pour a healthy glass for himself, I worried for his liver, which Papa had said was most affected by drink. But it wasn’t just Laurent’s liver I was concerned about; it was his heart too. Even though I understood that it was impossible for the organ itself to be physically broken by love, something inside the man had. Maybe one day I would understand the wish to drown away pain with alcohol.


‘Santé!’ the two men said as they clinked their glasses together. As they sat at the table, I made myself useful in the kitchen, collecting the bread, cheese and bulbous red tomatoes the lady down the road grew in her garden.


I knew this because I had watched Evelyn, the housekeeper, appear in the kitchen with a box laden with vegetables. As she was not a thin lady, and well into middle age, I’d run across the room to take the box from her and place it on the side.


‘Goodness, today is a hot one,’ she’d panted as she’d sat down heavily on one of the wooden chairs. I’d fetched her a glass of water before she’d even asked for it, and taking some paper and a pencil out of my pocket, I wrote down a question for her.


‘Why don’t I send the maids?’ she read, then eyed me. ‘Because, little boy, neither of those two would know a rotten peach from a perfect one. They’re both city girls, with not a notion of fresh fruits and vegetables.’


Taking the paper back from her, I’d written another sentence.


Next time you go, I will come with you to carry the box.


‘That is most kind of you, young man, and if this weather keeps up, I might just hold you to it.’


The weather did keep up and I did go and help her. On the way along the street, she chatted away about her son, telling me proudly he was at university studying to become an engineer.


‘He’ll make something of himself one day, you’ll see,’ she added as we’d picked our way through the vegetables displayed at the stall, me holding the box for those that passed her muster. Out of everyone in the Landowski household, Evelyn was my favourite person, even though I’d been dreading her return, having heard the maids’ chatter through the walls about when ‘the dragon’ would be back. I’d been introduced to her as ‘the boy with no name who can’t speak’. (It had been Marcel, the Landowskis’ thirteen-year-old son, who had said that. I knew he regarded me with suspicion, which I totally understood – my sudden arrival into any family would have ruffled a few feathers.) Yet Evelyn had simply shaken my outstretched hand and given me a warm smile.


‘The more the merrier, that’s what I say. What’s the point of having a great big house like this and not filling every room?’ Then she’d given me a wink and later that day, seeing me eyeing the leftover tarte tatin from lunch, had cut a slice for me.


It was odd, really, how a middle-aged lady and I could forge some kind of secret and most definitely unspoken (on my part, anyway) bond, but I knew we had. I’d noted a familiar look in her eyes which told me she had suffered deeply. Perhaps she recognised something similar in me too.


I had decided that the only way to make sure everyone in the house found no way of complaining about me was to either make myself invisible (to Landowski’s children and, to a lesser extent, Monsieur and Madame Landowski) or very available to those in need, which basically comprised the servants. Evelyn, Berthe, Elsa and Antoinette had what I think they realised now to be a useful little helper at hand any time they needed. At home, it had often been me that had cleared up the tiny space that housed us. Even as a very young boy, I had always had an urge to make sure everything was in its place. Papa had noted that I liked order, not chaos, and had joked that I’d make someone a very good wife one day. In my old home, it had been impossible because every activity had happened in the one room, but here at the Landowski house, the very orderliness of it thrilled me. Perhaps my favourite job of all was helping Elsa and Antoinette take sheets and clothes from the line after they had blown dry in the sunshine. Both maids had laughed at my need to make sure each corner met perfectly, and I could not help but stick my nose into whichever item of laundry I was unpegging to breathe in its clean scent, which to me was the most beautiful of any perfume.


Anyway, after I had chopped the tomatoes as precisely as I folded the laundry, I went to join Monsieur Landowski and Laurent at the table. I watched them break the fresh baguette and cut a slice of cheese, and it was only when Monsieur Landowski indicated I should do the same that I shared in the feast too. Papa had always told me how wonderful French food tasted, and he was right. However, after my bouts of sickness when I had stuffed anything I was given at top speed down my gullet as if it was the last meal I was ever offered, I proceeded to eat like the gentleman I’d been brought up to be rather than a savage, as Berthe had once said within my hearing.


Still the chatter was of the Cristo and Sun Yat-sen’s eyeballs, but I didn’t mind. I understood that Monsieur Landowski was a true creative – he had won the gold medal in the Olympic art competition in the summer and was apparently renowned for his gifts around the world. What I admired the most about him was the way that fame hadn’t changed him. Or at least, I imagined it hadn’t, because he worked every hour he could, often missing supper, which Madame Landowski scolded him for because his children needed to see him and so did she. His attention to detail and the fact he strove for perfection, when he could easily have had Laurent finish his work for him, inspired me. Whatever in this world I was meant to do or be, I promised myself that I would always give all I had to it.


‘And what about you, boy? Boy?’


Yet again, I pulled myself out of my thoughts. It was a place that I had become so used to inhabiting that having people showing any interest in me took some getting used to.


‘You weren’t listening, were you?’


Making an apology with my eyes, I shook my head.


‘I asked you whether you thought that Sun Yat-sen’s eyes were yet right? I showed you the photograph of him, remember?’


I picked up my pencil, thinking carefully about my answer before I wrote it. I’d always been taught to tell the truth, but I needed to be diplomatic as well. I wrote the words I needed to, then passed the book to him.


Almost, sir.


I watched Landowski take a sip of his wine, then throw back his head and laugh.


‘Spot on, boy, spot on. So, this afternoon, I will have another go.’


When the two men had had their fill, I cleared away the leftover bread and cheese. Then I brewed the coffee for them, the way I knew Monsieur Landowski liked it. Whilst I was doing so, I stuffed the remains of the bread and cheese into my shorts pocket. This was one habit I was yet to break – one never knew when one’s supply of food might be cut off. After I’d served them the coffee, I nodded and returned to my attic. I stowed the bread and cheese in the drawer in the desk. More often than not, whatever leftovers I put there would be secretly thrown away the next morning in the bin outside. But as I said, one never knew.


After a wash of my hands and a brush of my hair, I went downstairs to begin my afternoon round of being useful. Today it involved polishing silver, which, because of my precision and patience, even Evelyn had said I was good at. I glowed with the pride of someone starved of compliments for so long. The glow hadn’t lasted long, though, because she’d stopped at the door and turned round as Elsa and Antoinette were replacing the knives and forks in their velvet beds.


‘Perhaps you could both learn from the young man’s skills,’ she’d said, then walked out, leaving Elsa and Antoinette to glare at me. But as they were both lazy and impatient, they’d been happy to hand over the polishing. I loved sitting in the peace of the big dining room at the mahogany table, which always glowed with a shiny sheen, my hands busy and my mind free to roam wherever it pleased.


The main thought on my mind now, and almost every day since my body and senses had begun to recover, was how I could make money. However kind the Landowskis were, I knew that I was at their mercy. Even tonight, it could be that they would tell me that for whatever reason my time with them was up. Once again, I’d be cast out onto an unfamiliar street, vulnerable and alone. Instinctively, my fingers went to the leather pouch that I wore under my shirt. Just the touch of it and its familiar shape comforted me, even if I knew what it contained was not mine to sell. The fact it had survived the journey was a miracle in itself, yet its presence was a blessing and a curse. It alone held the reason why I was currently in Paris, living under the roof of strangers.


Having finished polishing the silver teapot, I decided there was only one person in the house I trusted enough to ask advice. Evelyn lived in what the family called ‘the cottage’, but in reality was a two-roomed extension to the main house. As Evelyn had said to me, at least it had its own private bathroom facilities, and most importantly, its own front door. I had not yet seen inside it, but tonight after supper I would pluck up my courage and knock on that door.
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I watched through the dining room window as Evelyn made her way to the cottage – she always left once the main course had been served, leaving her two maids in charge of the dessert and then the washing-up. I ate my supper and listened to the family chatter. Nadine, the oldest sister, wasn’t yet married and spent much of her time leaving the house with an easel, brushes and a palette. I had never seen any of her paintings, but I knew she also designed the backgrounds for theatre stages. I had never seen a play on a stage, and of course couldn’t speak to her to ask her about her work. As she spent so little time in the house and seemed very wrapped up in her own life, she took little notice of me, offering me the occasional smile if we crossed paths early in the morning. Then there was Marcel, who’d stopped me in my tracks one day, then puffed out his chest, put his hands on his hips and told me he didn’t like me. Which, of course, was silly because he didn’t know me, but I had heard him calling me a ‘bootlicker’ to his younger sister Françoise, because I helped in the kitchen before supper. I understood how he felt; his parents taking in a young ragamuffin who’d been found in their garden and refused to speak would have made anyone suspicious.


However, I forgave him everything from the moment I’d first heard the sound of beautiful music coming from a room downstairs and drifting into the kitchen. I’d stopped what I was doing and stood there, entranced. Even though Papa had played me what he could on his violin, I’d never actually heard the sound that piano keys could make when they were expertly handled by a human being. And it was glorious. Since then, I had become slightly obsessed with Marcel’s fingers, wondering how they managed to cross the piano keys so fast and in such perfect order. I’d had to train myself to avert my eyes. One day I would pluck up the courage to ask him if I could watch him play. However he acted towards me, I thought him a magician.


His older brother Jean-Max seemed indifferent to me, being on the cusp of adulthood. I knew little about what he did when he left the house, but he did once try to show me how to play the game of boules: the national pastime of France. This involved throwing balls at the gravel in the back courtyard, and I picked it up pretty easily.


Then there was Françoise, the Landowskis’ youngest daughter, who was not much older than me. She had been friendly when I’d first arrived, though very shy. I was gratified when she’d wordlessly given me a sweet in the garden, some kind of sugar on a stick, and we’d sat side by side licking our respective treats and watching the bees collect their nectar. She joined Marcel in his piano practice, and enjoyed painting like Nadine. I’d often see her sitting at an easel facing the house. I had no idea if she was good or not, because I’d never seen anything she’d painted, but I suspected that a lovely pastoral view of a field and a river that hung along the downstairs hallway was hers. We were never to become great friends, of course – it must be quite boring for anyone to spend time with someone they cannot conduct a conversation with – but she often smiled at me and I could feel the sympathy in her eyes. On the odd occasion – normally Sunday, when Monsieur Landowski was free – the family would play boules or decide to go for a picnic together. I was always asked to join, but declined, out of respect for their family time, and because I’d learnt the hard way what resentment could do.


After supper, I helped Elsa and Antoinette with the dishes, and once they had gone upstairs to bed, I slipped out of the kitchen door and scurried around the back of the house, so that no one would see my departure.


Standing in front of Evelyn’s front door, my heart knocked hard in my chest. Was this a mistake? Should I simply go back the way I had come and forget all about it?


‘No,’ I whispered under my breath. I had to trust someone at some point. The instincts that had kept me alive for as long as they had were telling me that it was the right thing to do.


My hand shook as it reached out for the door and I gave a timid knock. There was no response – of course there wasn’t, no one who wasn’t standing immediately on the other side of the piece of wood could have heard me. So I knocked louder. Within a few seconds, I saw the drawn curtain being lifted from the window, and then the door was opened.


‘Well, what have we here?’ Evelyn said as she smiled at me. ‘Come in, come in. It’s not often I get visitors knocking at my door, and that’s for sure,’ she chuckled.


I stepped into perhaps the cosiest room I’d ever seen. Even though I’d been told it had once been a garage for Monsieur Landowski’s car and was simply a cement square, everywhere I looked there was something of beauty. Two upholstered chairs sat facing the centre of the room and brightly coloured embroidered quilts were draped over them. Family portraits and still-lifes dotted the walls, and an arrangement of flowers sat proudly on the clean mahogany table by the window. There was a small door which I presumed led to the bedroom and facilities, and a pile of books sat on a shelf above a dresser filled with china cups and glasses.


‘Now then, sit down,’ Evelyn said, pointing to one of the chairs and removing some kind of needlepoint from her own. ‘Can I get you some lemonade? It’s my own recipe.’


I nodded eagerly. I’d never had lemonade before coming to France, and I couldn’t get enough of it now. I watched her walk over to the dresser and take down two glasses. She poured the milky yellow liquid from a pitcher full of ice.


‘There,’ she said as she sat down, her large bulk just about fitting into the chair. ‘Santé!’ She lifted her glass.


I lifted mine too but said nothing, as usual.


‘So,’ Evelyn said, ‘what can I do for you?’


I’d already written down what I wanted to ask and drew out the paper from my pocket to hand it to her.


She read the words, then looked at me.


‘How can you earn some money? That is what you are here to ask me?’


I nodded.


‘Well, young man, I am not sure if I know. I’d have to think about it. But why is it you feel you need to earn money?’


I indicated she should turn the paper over.


‘“In case the kind Landowskis decide they no longer have room for me,”’ she read out loud. ‘Well, given the monsieur’s success and the amount of commissions he’s getting, it’s very doubtful they’d have to move to a smaller house. So, they are always going to have room for you here. But I think I know what you mean. You are frightened because they might one day decide to simply turn you out, is that it?’


I nodded vigorously.


‘And you would just be another young, starving orphan on the streets of Paris. Which brings me to a very important question: are you an orphan? Yes or no will do.’


I shook my head as vigorously as I’d nodded it.


‘Where are your parents?’


She handed the paper back to me and I wrote the words down.


I do not know.


‘I see. I thought that they might have been lost in the Great War, but that ended in 1918, so you’re perhaps too young for that to be the case.’


I shrugged, trying not to let my expression change. The problem with kindness was that it meant you let your guard down, and I knew I mustn’t do that, whatever the cost. I watched as she gazed at me silently.


‘I know you can talk if you want to, young man. That Brazilian lady who was here told us all that you said thank you to her in perfect French the night she found you. The question is, why won’t you? The only answer I can think of – unless you have been struck dumb since, which I doubt very much – is that you are too scared to trust anyone. Would I be right?’


Now I was really torn . . . I wanted to say yes, she was absolutely right, and to throw myself into those comforting arms, to be held and to tell her everything, but I knew that still . . . still I could not. I indicated I needed the paper, and I wrote some words then handed it back to her.


I had a fever. I cannot remember speaking to Bel.


Evelyn read the words, then smiled at me. ‘I understand, young man. I know you’re lying, but whatever trauma it is that you’ve experienced has stopped you trusting. Perhaps one day, when we have known each other for a little longer, I will tell you something of my life. I was a nurse at the front during the Great War. The suffering I saw there . . . I will never forget it. And yes, I will be honest, for a time it made me lose my faith – and trust – in human nature. And also in God. Do you believe in God?’


I nodded my head slightly less vigorously. Partly because I did not know whether she was still a religious woman after her lapse of faith, and partly because I wasn’t sure.


‘I think that perhaps you are at the same point I was then. It took me a good long time to trust to anything again. Do you know what it was that brought back my faith and trust? Love. Love for my beloved boy. And that made everything right. Of course, love comes from God, or whatever you wish to call the spirit that joins all us humans in an invisible web to Him. Even if we sometimes feel that He’s deserted us, He never has. Anyway, I really don’t have an answer to your question, I’m afraid. There are many young boys like you on the streets of Paris, who manage to survive in ways I really don’t wish to think about. But . . . Goodness, I wish you could at least trust me with your name. I promise you that Monsieur and Madame Landowski are good, kind people and would never just throw you out of their home.’


I indicated I needed the paper again and once I’d written on it, I passed it back.


Then what will they do with me?


‘Well, if you could speak, they would allow you to live here in their house indefinitely and send you to school like their other children. But as it stands . . .’ – she shrugged – ‘that is an impossibility, isn’t it? It is doubtful any school will take a boy who is dumb, no matter what level of education he’s had. I would guess from what I know of you that you are educated and would like to continue to be so. Is that true?’


I gave what I thought was a good impression of a French shrug, which everyone in the house seemed expert in executing.


‘The one thing I don’t like is liars, young man,’ Evelyn reprimanded me suddenly. ‘I know you have your reasons for staying silent, but you can at least be truthful. Do you or do you not wish to continue your education?’


I nodded reluctantly.


Evelyn slapped her thigh. ‘Well, there we have it. You must make up your mind whether you are prepared to start speaking, at which point your future in the Landowski household will be much safer. You would be a normal child who could go to a normal school and I know that they would continue to welcome you into their family. Now’ – Evelyn yawned – ‘I have an early start tomorrow, but I’ve enjoyed this evening, and your company. Please feel free to knock on my door whenever you wish.’


I stood up immediately, nodding my thanks as I walked towards the door, and Evelyn stood up to follow me. Just as I was about to turn the knob, I felt a gentle pair of hands on my shoulders, which turned me round and then wrapped around my waist as she pulled me to her.


‘A little bit of love is all you need, chéri. Goodnight now.’
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26th October 1928


Today the fire was lit in the dining room before supper. It is very exciting to see one, although I do not understand why everyone is complaining of the cold. The family is all in good health and very busy. Monsieur Landowski is fretting about the transportation of his precious Cristo sculpture to Rio de Janeiro. He also has Sun Yat-sen still to finish. I try to help out around the house as much as I can and I hope I am found to be useful and not a burden. I am very happy with my new set of winter clothes, which have been passed down from Marcel. The fabric the shirt, shorts and sweater are made from feels so fine and soft against my skin. Madame Landowski has kindly decided that even if I cannot go to school at the moment because I am mute, I should still have an education. She has set me some mathematics questions as well as a spelling test. I work hard to get the answers right. I am happy and grateful to be with kind people in this lovely house.





I set down my pen and closed and locked my diary, hoping that any prying eyes could not find fault with anything I said inside it. Then I reached underneath the drawer for the small sheaf of papers that I cut to the same size as the diary pages. These are the papers on which I document my real thoughts. At first, I wrote the diary merely to please those who had given it to me, in case they ever asked me whether I had used it. But I found that the fact I could not speak my thoughts and feelings was becoming more and more of a hardship, and setting down those thoughts and feelings was a necessary relief, an outlet. One day, I decided, when I was no longer living with the Landowskis, I could slot these sheets into the relevant section, which would give a much more honest picture of my life.


I think it was Evelyn who made it harder to think about leaving, because since she asked me to come and visit her whenever I wished to, I had. And I honestly believed that she had some kind of maternal feeling for me, which felt real and true. Many times over the past few weeks, as I’ve sat with her in her cosy room, I’ve listened to her chattering away about her life, which, as I suspected, has contained much suffering. Her husband and eldest son had never returned from the Great War. I had learnt a lot about the conflict since living in the Landowski household. But then, as I was born in 1918, it was a war I’d missed. Listening to Evelyn tell me of the enormous amount of men who had died on the battlefield when they were forced to go in ‘over the top’, screaming in pain, because pieces of them had been blown off, made me shudder.


‘What upsets me most is the fact that my beloved Anton and Jacques died alone with no one to comfort them.’


I had watched Evelyn’s eyes fill with tears and had reached out my hand to her. What I really wanted to do was to say words like, ‘I’m so sorry. It must be so hard for you. I too have lost everyone I loved . . .’


She explained that this was why she was so proud and protective of the one son she had left. If she lost him, she would lose her mind. I wanted to tell her that I had lost my mind, but to my surprise, it was slowly returning.


It was becoming harder and harder to be mute, especially as I knew very well that if I spoke, I would be off to school. And above all, I wanted to continue my education. Then again, I would be asked questions about my circumstances which I simply could not answer. Or I’d have to lie, and these good people who had taken me into their home, clothed and fed me, deserved better.
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‘Come in, come in!’ Evelyn said as I pushed open her front door. I knew she had a bad leg, which I thought hurt more than she cared to say. I wasn’t the only one that was concerned for their position in the Landowski household.


‘Make the cocoa, will you, young man? Everything’s ready for you,’ she added.


I did so, breathing in the wonderful smell of chocolate, which I am sure I had tasted at some point in my past, but now couldn’t get enough of here. Cocoa time with Evelyn was fast becoming my favourite moment of the day.


I took the two mugs and placed one of them on the table beside Evelyn, and the other upon the fireplace where the little fire was burning merrily in the grate. Sitting down, I waved my hand across my face, feeling almost dizzy from the heat.


‘You came from a very cold land, didn’t you?’ Evelyn eyed me beadily and I knew she was on the prowl for information when I might be taken off guard.


I picked up my cocoa and sipped it to prove that I could tolerate a hot drink in my hot body, even though I was desperate to take off my woollen jumper.


‘Ah, one day you will answer me,’ she smiled, ‘but for now you remain an enigma.’


I looked at her quizzically. ‘Enigma’ was a word I’d never heard before but it sounded interesting.


‘Enigma means that no one is sure who you really are,’ she explained. ‘Which makes you interesting, for a time at least. Then, perhaps, it becomes rather boring.’


Ouch! Now that really hurt.


‘Anyway . . . forgive me for my frustration. It is only because I worry for you. Monsieur and Madame Landowski’s patience may at some point run out. I heard them talking the other day when I was dusting in the drawing room. They are thinking of sending you to a psychiatrist. Do you know what that is?’


I shook my head.


‘It is – or they are – doctors of the mind. They ask you questions and decide on your mental state and the reasons for it. For example, if you have some mental disorder, it would mean that you need to be placed in a hospital of some kind.’


My eyes flew wide in horror. I knew exactly what she meant. One of our neighbours back home, whom we’d often heard shouting and screaming and once seen wandering naked down the main street of our town, had been taken away to what they called a ‘sanatorium’. They are terrible places, apparently. Full of men and women screaming and shouting, or sitting there staring, as if they are already dead.


‘Please, I shouldn’t have said that to you,’ said Evelyn now. ‘We all know that you are not mad, and, in fact, hide just how clever you are. The reason they were thinking of sending you to a psychiatrist was to find out what it is you feel unable to communicate with us all when we know that you can.’


As always, I shook my head firmly. They all knew my answer to that question was that I had a fever and that I couldn’t remember speaking to Bel. Which wasn’t really a lie.


‘They are trying to help you, my dear, not harm you. Please, do not look so terrified. See,’ Evelyn said as she reached for a brown parcel sitting next to her chair, ‘this is for you, for the winter.’


I took the brown parcel from her hands, and it felt like my birthday. It was a long time since I’d had a parcel of any kind to open. I almost wanted to savour it, but Evelyn encouraged me to tear the paper open. Inside were a colourful striped scarf and woollen hat.


‘Try them on then, young man. See if they fit.’


Even though I was hot as a furnace, I did so. The scarf fitted me perfectly – how could it not? But the woollen hat was slightly too big, and the first time I pulled it on, it fell over my eyes.


‘Give it to me,’ Evelyn said, and I watched her fold back the front of the hat. ‘There. That’ll do it. What do you think?’


That I might die of heat stroke if I keep them on any longer . . .


I nodded enthusiastically, then stood up, walked over to her and gave her a hug. When I pulled away, I realised my eyes were full of tears.


‘Aw now, silly boy, you know how much I love my knitting. I made hundreds of those for our boys at the front,’ she added.


I turned round to walk back to my chair, the words ‘thank you’ hovering on my lips, but I held them tight together. Taking off my hat and scarf, I folded them and reverently placed them back in their brown paper.


‘Now then, it’s time for both you and me to be in our beds,’ she said, looking up at the clock that sat on the mantelpiece above the fire. ‘But first I must tell you that today I had some wonderful news.’ I saw her indicate a letter sitting behind the clock. ‘That there is from my son Louis. He is coming to visit me on my day off. Now, what do you think of that?’


I nodded enthusiastically, but inside I realised that a little bit of me was jealous of this magnificent Louis, who could do no wrong in his mother’s eyes. I thought I might hate him.


‘I’d like you to come across and meet him. He will take me out for lunch in the village, and we shall be back at half past three. Why don’t you come and say hello at four?’


I nodded, and tried not to look as sulky as I felt. Giving her a small wave and a big smile as I tapped my package, I left her room. I curled up in bed that night, feeling unsettled about this competitor for Evelyn’s affections arriving, and what she had said about the psychiatrist man that the Landowskis might make me visit.


I didn’t sleep well that night.
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On Sunday afternoon, I washed my face in the bowl of water provided for me every day by one of the maids. Up here on the attic floor, we didn’t have ‘facilities’ (which was another thing that Elsa and Antoinette complained about, because they had to go downstairs in the night to do their business). I brushed my hair and decided I would not wear a woollen jumper, because the chances were that if her son was here, Evelyn would have lit the most roaring of fires. Downstairs, I let myself out of the kitchen door and began my normal walk towards her front door. Then a sound made me stop dead in my tracks. I listened to it and closed my eyes, a smile appearing on my lips because they just couldn’t help but do anything else. I knew the piece of music too, and that it was being played by not quite a master like my father, but someone who had trained for many years.


Gathering myself together as the music stopped, I put one foot in front of the other and arrived at Evelyn’s front door and knocked upon it. Immediately it was opened by a tall thin man, who I knew was nineteen.


‘Hello there,’ he said with a smile. ‘You must be the young waif that has joined the household since I last visited.’


He ushered me inside and my eyes darted around the room for the instrument he had just been playing. The violin was sitting in the chair I normally sat in, and I couldn’t help but stare at it.


‘Hello,’ Evelyn said. ‘This is Louis, my son.’


I nodded, but still my eyes could not leave that simple piece of wood that had been magically transformed from a tree into an instrument that could make the most glorious sounds on God’s earth. In my opinion, anyway.


‘You heard my son play?’ Evelyn had not missed the way I was staring at the instrument.


I nodded, every bit of me wanting to reach for it and put it snugly under my chin, lift the bow and draw the notes from it.


‘Would you like to hold it?’


I looked up at Louis, who reminded me of his mother in male form, with the same sweet smile. I nodded vehemently. He handed it to me and I took it as reverently as if I was holding the golden fleece. Then, almost automatically, I put the instrument under my chin.


‘So you play,’ said Louis.


It wasn’t a question, but a statement.


I nodded again.


‘Then let’s hear you,’ he said, reaching for the bow and handing it to me. Having heard him play, I knew the instrument was perfectly tuned, but I buzzed the bow across the strings anyway, trying to get the feel of it. It was heavier than the one Papa and I had played, more solid somehow, and I wondered whether I would be able to draw those notes out. It was such a very long time since I had last held a violin in my hands. Closing my eyes, I did what Papa had always taught me and began to caress the strings. I wasn’t even sure before I began what it was I would play, but the beautiful notes of the Allemande from Bach’s Violin Partita began to pour out of me. I was taken by surprise when the sound came to an end, and then there was silence. And clapping.


‘Well, that was the last thing I was expecting,’ I heard Evelyn say, as she flapped herself with her fan.


‘You, monsieur . . .’ Louis began, ‘you are, well, quite remarkable. That was quite remarkable for a boy of your age. Tell me, where did you learn to play?’


I was not going to put the violin down while it was in my hands to find my scrap paper, so I just shrugged at him, hoping he’d ask me to play something else.


‘I told you, Louis, he does not speak.’


‘What he lacks in the vocal cord department is made up for by the sounds he makes with a violin.’ Louis smiled at his mother, then turned to me. ‘You are exceptional, really, for one so young. Here, let me take it from you and come and sit down and have a cup of tea.’


As Louis approached me, there was part of me that simply wanted to clasp the violin to my chest, then turn tail and run.


‘Do not worry, young man,’ said Evelyn. ‘Now I know that you can play so beautifully, I will be encouraging you to do so as often as possible. The violin was my husband’s, you see. He also played beautifully. So the violin lives here with me, under my bed. You may put it back for me,’ Evelyn said gently as she pointed to the case, which was lying on the floor. As Louis made tea, I put the violin tenderly into its nest. The name of the maker was printed on the inside of the top of the box. It was one I’d never heard of, but no matter. The sound quality may not have been as good as my papa’s, but it would do. Any violin would do. Evelyn did not ask me to put the case away, so it sat next to me as we all drank tea and I listened to Louis talk to his mother about the course he was studying.


‘Perhaps one day I will be designing the next new Renault car,’ he said.


‘Well, apart from being proud of you if you did, you know how much I would like that; you will live close by, rather than so far away in Lyon.’


‘It is not for long – only another eighteen months before I graduate, then I shall write letters to all the car companies and see which one decides that they need me and my skills.’


‘Even as a small boy, Louis was obsessed with cars,’ Evelyn explained to me. ‘There were not that many on the road in those days, but Louis would draw what he imagined to be a modern vehicle, and do you know, they are very close in design to what the car companies are now producing. Of course, such things are only for the rich . . .’


‘Ah, but soon they won’t be, Maman. One day, every family will have one, including me.’


‘Well, there is nothing wrong with having dreams, is there?’ Evelyn replied kindly. ‘Now then, young man, are you able to finish up this cake, or shall Louis put it in the tin for tomorrow?’


I decided I had space for more and I took the last slice from the plate.


‘So, what is it that you are passionate about?’ Louis asked me.


I pulled out my scrap paper and wrote three words:


Food!


Violin.


Books.


I added reading in brackets, and then handed him the note.


‘I see.’ Louis grinned at me after he’d read it. ‘I’ve certainly seen the first two in action today. Did you speak once?’


Not wanting to look as though I was thinking to pause, I decided to tell the truth and nodded.


‘May I ask what happened to turn you mute?’


I simply shrugged and shook my head.


‘Now then, it isn’t our place to ask, is it?’ Evelyn interrupted. ‘He’ll tell us when he’s ready, won’t you?’


I nodded, then hung my head in sorrow. Even if I couldn’t use my voice, my acting skills were coming along a treat.


‘Why don’t you stoke the fire, Louis? The nights really are starting to draw in.’ Evelyn gave a sudden shiver. ‘I don’t like the winter, do you, young man?’


I shook my head vehemently.


‘But at least Christmas brings in the light to our homes and our hearts and it is something to look forward to. Do you like Christmas?’


I stared at her, then closed my eyes as a memory of a day when the fire had been burning brightly, and the smallest of presents had been handed out amongst us after church, came to me. There had been meat for our supper and some special delicacies that had been made. I had enjoyed it, even though it appeared in my memory like a picture in a book, as if it didn’t belong to me.


‘I do hope I can afford the fare to get up and see you, Maman. I will save as hard as I can,’ said Louis.


‘I know you will, chéri. Of course,’ Evelyn added, addressing me too, ‘it is the busiest time of my year here. Monsieur Landowski likes to throw parties for his friends, so perhaps it might be better if we leave it until after Christmas when the train fares might be cheaper.’


‘Maybe, but we shall see. Now, I hate to say it but I must be on my way.’


‘Of course,’ Evelyn agreed, even though I could see the sadness in her eyes. ‘Let me pack you some food for the journey.’


‘Maman, stay where you are, please,’ Louis said, indicating she should not rise from her chair. ‘The lunch we ate was enormous, and I am stuffed with enough cake to see me home without starving, I promise. Maman likes to feed people, as you may have noticed,’ he said as an aside to me.


I stood up because I did not want to be in the way of what was obviously a sad parting for mother and son. I hugged Evelyn, then shook Louis’s hand.


‘It’s very nice to meet you and thank you for keeping Maman company. She needs a chick to cluck over, don’t you?’ Louis smiled.


‘You know me too well.’ Evelyn chuckled. ‘Goodbye, young man, see you tomorrow.’


‘And perhaps next time I’m visiting, you will have a name we can call you,’ said Louis as I moved towards the door.


I walked back to the house, thinking about what Louis had said. It was something that I’d considered many times since I had become mute. The fact was that I would never give my real name to anyone again, ever. That meant that I could choose any I wished. Not that it could be better than my real name, but it was interesting to think what I would call myself. The problem was that once you had a name, even if it was the most terrible one in the world, it belonged to you. And often it was the first thing that people would know about you. So to try and unstick yourself from whatever it was was far more difficult than it sounded. I had whispered many to myself over the last few weeks, because I simply didn’t like the fact that people struggled with knowing how to address me. It would help them if I had a name, and it was easy enough to write down. Yet the right name just would not put itself forward, however hard I tried.


Having cut a healthy slice of baguette and layered jam into the centre of it (the family fended for themselves on Sunday evening), I took myself upstairs to my attic room and sat on the bed, watching night fall from my small window. Then I went to my diary to add a couple of lines to my earlier paragraph.




I have just played the violin for the first time in a very long while. It was the most wonderful experience to feel the bow in my hands again and to be able to pull sounds from the instrument . . .





My pencil hung in mid-air, as I realised that I had just found the perfect name.
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‘So, at last the statue is finished.’ Monsieur Landowski thumped his workbench in relief. ‘But now the crazy Brazilian needs me to make a scale model of his Christ’s head and hands. The head will be nearly four metres high, so it will only just fit into the studio. The fingers will almost reach the rafters. All of us here in the atelier will, in the most literal sense, experience Christ’s hand upon us,’ he joked. ‘Then, so da Silva Costa tells me, once I have finished this, he will carve my creations up like joints of beef in order to ship them over to Rio de Janeiro. Never before have I worked liked this. But,’ he sighed, ‘perhaps I should trust to his madness.’


‘Perhaps you have no choice,’ agreed Laurent.


‘Well, it pays the bills, Brouilly, although I can accept no more commissions until Our Lord’s head and hands are gone from my atelier. There would simply be no room. So, we begin. Bring me the casts you made of the two ladies’ hands some months ago. I must have something to work with.’


I watched Laurent go to the storeroom to retrieve the casts, and decided it was time to slip away. I could feel the tension of both men. I went outside the atelier and sat on the stone bench, looking up at what was a beautiful clear night sky. I shivered suddenly, glad for the first time of my woollen jumper. There would be a frost tonight, but I didn’t think snow would follow. And I should know. I turned my head to look at the right place in the sky, knowing that, now it was November, it was the time of year when those who had guided me here to my new home would appear in the Northern Hemisphere. I had seen them a few times already, when they’d been twinkling weakly, and were often obscured by clouds, but tonight . . .


I jumped as I always did when I heard footsteps approaching, and tried to make out who it was. Laurent’s familiar shape appeared and he sat down next to me as I continued to gaze up into the heavens.


‘You like stars?’ he asked.


I gave him a smile and a nod.


‘There is the belt of Orion.’ Laurent pointed up into the night sky. ‘And close by are the Seven Sisters in a cluster together. With their parents, Atlas and Pleione, watching over them.’


I followed his fingers as he traced the lines between the stars, not daring to look at him or he would see my surprise.


‘My father was interested in astronomy, and kept a telescope in one of the attic rooms on the top floor of our chateau,’ Laurent explained. ‘Sometimes, he would take it up to the roof on clear nights and teach me about the stars. I once saw a shooting star, and thought it the most magical thing I had ever seen.’ He looked down and inspected my face closely. ‘Do you have parents?’


I kept my gaze trained on the stars, pretending not to have heard him.


‘Ah, well, I must be going.’ He patted me on the head. ‘Goodnight.’


I watched him walk off and realised it was the nearest I’d come (after the violin episode at least) to actually speaking. Of all the stars he could have named in all the constellations . . . I knew they were famous, but somehow I’d always felt as though they were my secret, and I wasn’t sure whether I liked the fact that anyone else found them special too.


Just look for the Seven Sisters of the Pleiades, my son. They’ll always be there somewhere, watching over you and protecting you when I cannot . . .


I knew all of their stories inside out. When I was far smaller than I am now, I would listen to my papa as he told me of their ancient wonder. I knew that they were not just creatures of Greek mythology but of many legends across the world, and in my mind they had been real: seven women, watching over me. Whilst other children learnt of angels that would wrap their downy wings around them, Maia, Alcyone, Asterope, Celaeno, Taygete, Electra and Merope were all like mothers to me. I felt very lucky to have seven of them, because even if one wasn’t shining as brightly on a particular night, others were. Each had different qualities, different strengths. I sometimes thought that if you put them all together, perhaps you’d have the perfect woman, like the Holy Mother. And even if I was – or had to be – grown-up these days, the fantasy of the sisters being real and coming to my rescue when I needed them did not disappear, because I wouldn’t let it. I looked up at them again, then stood up from the bench and ran all the way up to my attic room to peer out of the window. And yes . . . YES! They were visible from here too.


That night, I think that perhaps I had the best night’s rest I’d had for as long as I could remember, knowing that my guardians were there, shining down on me protectively.
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Word had spread throughout the house that I could play the violin.


‘They want to hear you play,’ Evelyn said. ‘And you will do so this Sunday.’


I gave a pout, which was more out of fear than annoyance. It was one thing playing for Evelyn, who was a housekeeper, but another playing for the Landowski family, especially with Marcel being such a talented pianist.


‘Don’t worry, you can use this to practise,’ Evelyn said as she handed me the violin. ‘Come over during the day when everyone is busy. Not that you need to rehearse, my dear, but perhaps it might make you feel better if you do. Do you know many pieces off by heart?’


I nodded.


‘Then you must choose at least two or three,’ she advised, although I couldn’t work out why. So, over the next few days, I came into Evelyn’s little house whilst she was working next door, made sure all the windows were closed in case of prying ears, and played all my favourite pieces through. Evelyn had been right: I was rusty, and my fingers had lost some of their nimbleness, possibly due to what they had endured on my journey here. After much careful thought, I selected three pieces. The first, because it sounded very impressive, but was actually fairly simple to play. The next because it was a hard technical piece, just in case any member of the family had enough knowledge of violin playing to judge my skill. And the last because it was probably my favourite piece of violin music ever, and I loved playing it.


The ‘performance’ was to happen before lunch on Sunday. Even the servants had been invited to come and listen. I’m sure the Landowskis were just being kind by trying to ensure I felt special, but it made me feel as though I was being tested in some way, which I didn’t like at all. Whatever their reasons, and I was sure it was out of kindness, I knew that I had no choice but to perform for them. It was really quite frightening as I’d only ever played in front of my old household before, and apart from Papa, no one else’s opinion had really mattered. But this was a famous sculptor and his talented family, of whom some had serious musical knowledge.


I didn’t sleep well the night before, tossing and turning and only wishing that I could run downstairs and into Evelyn’s little house, so that I could practise and practise until the violin was an extension of my hands, which was how Papa had said it should be.


I spent Sunday morning playing until my fingers had nearly dropped off, then Evelyn came to find me and told me to go up and change. In the kitchen, she’d given me what she called a ‘lick and a spit’, which meant wetting my hair and brushing it back, as well as running her flannel over my face.


‘There now, all done. You’re ready.’ She smiled at me, then pulled me to her. ‘Just remember how proud I am of you.’ Then she let me go and I saw tears in her eyes.


I was welcomed into the drawing room, where the family were gathered around a fireplace with a very big fire burning inside it. They all had glasses of wine, and I was ushered in to stand in front of them.


‘Now then, boy, no need to be nervous, eh? Just play whenever you’re ready,’ said Monsieur Landowski.


I put the violin under my chin and moved it around until it was comfortable. Then I closed my eyes and asked all those who Papa had told me were protecting me – including him – to gather around me. Then I lifted my bow and began to play.


When I’d finished the last piece, there came what I felt was a dreadful silence. All my confidence had disappeared into my toes. What did Papa know? The housekeeper and her engineer son? I felt a red flush of embarrassment starting to creep up my cheeks and I wanted to run away and cry. My hearing must have disappeared for a bit in my misery, for eventually I came to, and heard the clapping. Even Marcel was looking animated and impressed.


‘Bravo, young man! Bravo,’ said Monsieur Landowski. ‘I only wish that you could tell us where you learnt to play like that. Or will you tell us?’ he added, with an almost desperate look on his face.


‘Seriously, you are very, very good, especially for your age,’ said Marcel, managing to give me a compliment and patronise me at the same time.


‘Well done,’ said Madame Landowski, patting me on the shoulder, and giving me one of her small warm smiles. ‘Now,’ she added as a bell tinkled from the hall, ‘we must go in for lunch.’


There was much talk over the hors d’oeuvres of my incredible prowess, then the family amused themselves over the main course by asking me questions that I had to answer with a nod or shake of the head. Even though there was part of me that felt uncomfortable because they were treating my unknown life as a mere game, I knew none of them meant any harm. If I didn’t wish to answer one of their questions, I merely had to do neither.


‘We must find you some lessons, young man,’ said Landowski. ‘I have a friend at the conservatoire. Rachmaninoff would know a good teacher.’


‘Papa, the conservatoire does not take on students until they are much older,’ interjected Marcel.


‘Ah, but this is not any pupil, and our young friend has exceptional talent. Age of any kind is no barrier to talent. I will see what I can do,’ said Monsieur Landowski with a wink. I saw Marcel pout.


Just before everyone stood up after dessert, I made a decision. I wanted desperately to give Monsieur Landowski in particular a gift for all he had done for me. So I took some paper and wrote a few words. As everyone was leaving the table, I put a hand out to stop Monsieur Landowski passing. Then, my hands shaking slightly, I handed him the paper. I watched him as he read the four words.


‘Well, well, well,’ he chuckled, ‘after your performance earlier, it is as if it was meant to be. Do I presume that this is a nickname because of your talent?’


I nodded.


‘Very well, then I will inform the family. Thank you for trusting us with this. I understand how difficult it is for you.’


I walked out into the hall, then ran upstairs to my attic room. I stood in front of the mirror and faced myself. Then I opened my mouth to speak the words.


‘My name is Bo.’
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A violin teacher had been found for me apparently, and I was to go to Paris after Christmas to play for him. I couldn’t decide whether I was more excited about playing for a proper violinist, or because I would be taken into the city by Evelyn.


‘Paris,’ I mouthed as I lay under my covers. Evelyn had ordered the maids to provide me with a thicker woollen blanket, and snuggling in bed, warm under the covers, had now become one of the highlights of my day. I was also filled with this funny sensation in my tummy, which I remembered feeling before when I was much younger and my heart wasn’t filled up with fear. It was as if a little bubble was rising up from my tummy into my chest, making my lips curl into a smile. The word for the feeling was, I thought, excitement. It was something I almost dared not feel because that then led to feeling happy, and I didn’t want to get too happy because if I did, something awful might happen, like the Landowskis deciding they didn’t want me under their roof anymore, and then it would be even harder to face the misery of being alone, penniless and starving again. The violin had saved me, made me even more ‘intriguing’, as Monsieur Landowski had said the day after to Laurent in the atelier (I’d had to look up the word ‘intriguing’ because it was missing from my vocabulary).


So if I wanted to stay, I had to carry on being as intriguing as I possibly could, as well as being useful, which, actually, was all very exhausting. Plans for Christmas were well underway too, with lots of secret whisperings about presents. This had worried me a lot, because, of course, I had no money to buy anything for anybody, and I was terrified that they, being the kind family that they were, would give me gifts. I had consulted with Evelyn about this on one of my nightly visits.


She’d read, How do I get money for presents? then looked at me and I could see she was thinking about it.


‘I could loan you a few cents to buy a little gift for everyone, but I know that you would refuse to take it and that the Landowskis may wonder where the money had come from . . . if you know what I mean,’ she’d said as she rolled her eyes. I think she meant that they might suspect me of stealing, which would not be the right thing to endear me to them at all.


She told me to put on the cocoa while she was thinking about it, and I did so. By the time I placed her mug beside her, I could see she had a plan.


‘You know you spend all that time trying to chisel stones into shapes in the atelier?’


I nodded, but then took my paper and wrote, But I’m very bad at it.


‘Well, who could be good, except a genius like Monsieur Landowski? But you have had practice at making shapes, so I was thinking that maybe you should try an easier form of material like wood, and see if you can carve each of the family a little something for their Christmas present. That would please Monsieur Landowski, for he would feel that the months you have spent watching and learning had given you a useful gift.’


I nodded very eagerly, because even though Evelyn would often say she wasn’t educated, she did sometimes come up with the best ideas.


So, I went off and found myself some wood from the pile in the barn, and each morning before everyone was up, I would sit at the trestle table and practise. Evelyn had also been right about choosing wood instead of rock. It was like learning to play the tin whistle rather than a flute. And besides, I had watched others do it in my old home.


My old home . . . that was how I was beginning to think about it now.


So, in the three weeks before Christmas, I managed to carve each member of the family what I hoped was a thoughtful thing that they may appreciate. Monsieur Landowski’s took the longest, for I wanted to carve him a wooden replica of his beloved Cristo statue. In fact, I spent as much time on that as I did all the other carvings put together.


He had suffered a difficult time in the last few weeks when the architect of the Cristo had said that the only way to ship what I called ‘Christ’s overcoat’ (the concrete that would support him and his innards) was to chop it up into bits. From what I had overheard, on the long journey from France to Rio, there would be less chance of a part of him cracking. Monsieur Landowski had fretted terribly because he felt he should go with his precious Christ to watch over him, but it was such a long journey there and back – time he felt he couldn’t spare because Sun Yat-sen and his eyeballs were still not finished to his satisfaction.


Of course, I had thought of the perfect solution for everyone: Laurent should go as nursemaid to the Cristo. Not only would this mean that Monsieur Landowski could stay here, but that Laurent could perhaps see his love in Rio . . . which might make him happier and stop him spending his nights on the streets of Montparnasse (a place I was desperate to see, even though Monsieur Landowski spent many moments complaining it was full of would-be artists, beggars and thieves). I was about to suggest this, when luckily Laurent managed to find his brain and suggest it himself. Monsieur Landowski was not sure at first, because it was quite true to say that recently, Laurent had not been at his most reliable. But after swearing over and over that he would sleep in the hold with the pieces of the Cristo if necessary, and not touch a drop of alcohol whilst the Cristo was in his care, everyone decided it was for the best. The look of anticipation in Laurent’s eyes was beautiful to watch and I really hoped that one day I would be lucky enough to experience this love thing that lit him up from inside as he thought of seeing my beautiful angel Bel again.


Pleasure and pain, I thought as I carefully wrapped my own carving of the Cristo in the brown paper Evelyn had given me for my presents.


‘You are not perfect, but at least you are whole.’ I smiled at him as I folded the paper over his not exactly symmetrical face.


Once I’d finished wrapping all the carvings, I stowed them in my chest of drawers. Then, seeing that night-time was falling, I walked down the stairs and tiptoed into the drawing room to look at the fir tree that had been brought in earlier, for today it was Christmas Eve. I had watched as every member of the family had put pine cones hung by ribbon on its branches, and we had all placed a pair of our shoes under the tree for Père Noël to fill with presents. Monsieur Landowski had told me it was a very old French tradition, which the grown-ups enjoyed doing as well. Then they had attached candles to the branches’ ends, and as dusk fell, lit them. It was the prettiest thing I had ever seen, especially now in the dark.


‘Still looking at it, boy?’


The voice of the person I had just been thinking of made me jump and I turned to see Monsieur Landowski, who had not graduated to calling me by my new alias.


‘I always think of Tchaikovsky’s music when I look at the tree on Christmas Eve. Do you know the score from The Nutcracker?’


I used my hand to indicate that yes, I did, but not well. Papa had been less of an enthusiast for Tchaikovsky, complaining that he wrote his music to please his audience rather than writing his scores on a more technical level.


‘I bet you didn’t know that it was when Tchaikovsky was in Paris that he had an instrument called the celesta, which is also called a bell piano, because of the sound it makes. That inspired his “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy”, and he returned to Russia with renewed energy for his composition.’


I did not know this and I nodded eagerly, wanting the conversation to continue.


‘Can you play the Overture?’


I gave him another shrug to indicate a maybe – because of course I could play it once upon a time, but I would need to practise.


‘Maybe this will help you remember. I was coming upstairs to find you and give it to you. I thought it might embarrass you if I handed it to you in front of the family,’ he added.


In the dim light of the tree, I saw him produce a violin case from behind his back and offer it to me.


‘My parents gave it to me as a child, but I am afraid I never showed much aptitude for it. Nevertheless I kept it, as one does with presents from one’s parents. Sentimental value . . . you know.’


I did know, and for an instant I was caught between the sadness of everything I’d been forced to leave behind in my flight and the impending joy of what Monsieur Landowski was offering me.


‘There, it is better in a talented pair of hands like yours than sitting atop my wardrobe, gathering dust.’


I opened my mouth automatically, so completely overwhelmed with his generosity and the possibilities that became open to me with my own violin that I almost spoke. I looked at it resting in the palms of my hands and kissed it, then I went to him and gave him an uncomfortable hug. After a few seconds, he pulled me back from him by the shoulders.


‘Perhaps, boy, one day you will really be able to trust me and say the words of gratitude that hang on your lips. For now, Merry Christmas.’


I nodded eagerly in return and watched him as he left the room.


Upstairs, knowing the maids were still down in the kitchen, drinking some liquor that smelt like petroleum fluid and singing songs that didn’t sound much like carols to me, I put the violin case on my bed and opened it, my heart beating fast against my chest. There inside lay a violin which had been made for a small person like me and its original owner. It would be much easier to handle than the adult version Evelyn had kindly lent me. Drawing it out, I could see the signs of age upon it – the odd scratch on the walnut sheen, and dust covering the strings.


Sitting down, I removed it reverently from its case and held it up to my mouth and blew, watching the dust motes free themselves from their prison and dance around my bedroom. I would open my window and release them tomorrow. Then I took my handkerchief from my pocket and wiped the strings. I removed the bow, then placed the violin under my chin. It could not have felt more comfortable if it had tried. Then I lifted the bow, closed my eyes and played.


My heart danced out of my chest to join the dust motes as I heard the mellow sound of a well-made violin. Yes, the strings needed some adjustment after years of neglect, but that was simple. Inspired by Monsieur Landowski’s story about The Nutcracker, I played the first few bars of the Overture. And then I chuckled out loud, and danced around my room, playing a jolly folk song I’d often played at home when things had been more difficult than usual. Panting with emotion, I felt suddenly faint and had to lie down on my bed, as my head steadied and I drank some water from the flask in the cupboard next to me.


To think that this time last year I’d believed that I’d never see another Christmas, yet here I was with a happy ending, just like Clara when she realises all she had seen was a dream. Or perhaps it was a new beginning.


I gave one last flashy stroke of the bow across . . . my instrument, then put it back and stowed it under the bedsheets at the bottom so my toes could reach out and touch the case.


Settling down onto my pillows, I smiled and said, ‘I am Bo, and I will have a happy ending.’
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After what was a very jolly time in the Landowski household, especially the party on New Year’s Eve when Monsieur Landowski invited many of his artistic friends, I was counting down the days until my audition with my possible violin tutor. No one had cared to mention his name, and neither did I care, for if he was employed at the conservatoire that Rachmaninoff had been to, he could not be anything but impressive.


I spent as much time as I could practising, so often that I’d been given a scolding by the maids who’d told me my ‘screeching’ on that ‘thing’ meant they both had their pillows up over their heads and, anyway, it was ‘past midnight’!


I had apologised profusely as I checked my clock and realised that they were right; I had lost all track of time.


The great day came and Evelyn bustled into my room to offer me a grey blazer of Marcel’s to put over my shirt and woollen jumper.


‘Right, now we must be leaving. The bus runs to its own timetable, not the one that’s pinned to the stop.’


She chattered on as we walked down the road and into the village, but I wasn’t really with her, even when she began walking up and down in frustration, talking to the other waiting passengers about the unreliability of our buses, and how ridiculous it was that Boulogne-Billancourt manufactured both cars and planes yet couldn’t run a bus on time. I was in a different place, seeing the notes in my head, trying to remember all those years back what Papa had taught me about ‘living the music’ and feeling its soul. Even as we rode towards Paris, the city Papa had told me so much about, I closed my eyes knowing there would be another time to see it and take in its beauty, but for now all that mattered was the violin that sat on my knee and the notes it would play.


‘Come on, young man, keep up,’ Evelyn reprimanded me because I insisted on holding my violin with both hands tight across my chest, so she couldn’t hold mine. I noticed there were a lot of people on the wide pavements, and some trees, and . . . yes! A building that was instantly recognisable! The Eiffel Tower. I could still see it as Evelyn came to a standstill.


‘Here we are, fourteen Rue de Madrid. So, in we go.’


I looked up at the large sandstone building that spanned almost the whole length of the street, and counted three storeys of tall windows, with what looked to be smaller attic levels on the top of them. A brass plaque announced that this was indeed the famous Conservatoire de Paris.


Even though she said we were going in, I had to wait until she’d renewed her lipstick and tidied the hair that sat outside her best hat. Inside was a grand waiting room lined with portraits of old composers. In the middle of the polished wooden floor was a woman at a round reception desk, who Evelyn immediately went to speak to. Light poured in through windows facing the street outside and what looked to be a large park at the back.


I was very pleased when the stern-looking lady on the reception finally nodded and told us to report to room four on the second floor. She pointed us towards what appeared to be a cage that you might put a bear in, and as I veered off for the stairs that were next to it, Evelyn pulled me towards the cage and pressed a button on its side.


‘If you think I’m walking up two flights of stairs when there is a lift available, you must be mad.’


I wanted to ask her what a ‘lift’ was, but then I saw another box drop down inside it and the word made sense. Still, even though it looked exciting, I was taking no chances. I pointed to the stairs and began to take them two at a time. There was no sign of Evelyn when I arrived beside another cage that was the same as the one on the ground floor, and I suspected the worst, but then suddenly I heard a whirring and the box inside popped out of the ground. The door opened, and there was Evelyn, pulling back the front of the cage and stepping out as safely as anything.


‘So, you’ve never seen one of those before, eh?’ she asked me.


I shook my head, still marvelling at the miracle.


‘Maybe you’ll join me in it on the way down. That will give you something to look forward to, whatever happens. Now then, we need to find room four.’ Evelyn headed towards a corridor, from which I could hear the sound of different instruments being played from behind closed doors. We stopped in front of room number four, and Evelyn tapped briskly on the door. There was no answer. Giving a good few seconds, she tapped again.


‘No one at home.’ She shrugged, then turned the doorknob as slowly and quietly as she could, and pushed the door until there was room for her head – or should I say her hat – to peer around it.


‘No, nobody there. We’ll just have to wait, won’t we?’


So, wait we did, and I know that people exaggerate when they say something was the happiest or the worst or the longest moment of their life, but really, however long it was I spent outside room four, waiting for the person who would tell me whether I was good enough for him to teach me, really felt very slow indeed. Even more annoyingly, I could still see the lift from here, and each time it whirred upwards and released its passenger, I’d imagine that this was the person who would decree my fate. However, each time they either walked the other way or straight past us.


‘Oh really,’ Evelyn said, and I could see she was shifting her weight from one leg to the other because it hurt her to stand, ‘whoever this teacher is, his manners are downright rude.’


Finally, just as she was muttering about leaving and that there had obviously been some mistake, a door along the corridor opened. Then a young, slim man with very white skin and dark hair appeared. He walked towards us, looking what I decided was a little bit drunk, and stopped in front of us.


‘Please forgive me, I taught a lesson with a pupil before you, then decided to take a brief rest. I’m afraid I fell asleep.’ He stuck out his hand to Evelyn and she reluctantly released hers.


‘Madame, petit monsieur, please forgive me,’ he said. ‘These are long days I work here and sleep is something that often deserts me at night. Now then, madame, now that you have delivered your precious cargo to me, why don’t you go downstairs in the lift and wait in the entrance hall where there is a comfortable chair? Tell Violetta that Ivan asks her to get you a pot of tea or coffee, whichever may be your pleasure.’


Looking relieved but a little bit reluctant to leave me with what she obviously considered to be quite a strange man, her feet won, and she nodded.


‘Once you have finished, you are to come straight down, do you understand, Bo?’


I nodded.


‘You know he is mute?’ she added to Monsieur Ivan.


‘Yes, but it is the music that will speak for him, isn’t that right?’ he said to me.


Without further comment, he opened the door and ushered me inside.


Even when I was writing my diary later that evening – and then my secret diary straight afterwards, of which this is part – I had only vague memories of the time I spent with Monsieur Ivan. I know that first he made me play what he called my ‘party pieces’, then he produced a score to test my sight-reading, then he took out his own violin and played a string of scales and arpeggios, which I had to follow. That really did seem to happen very fast. After that, he ushered me to a small, wooden table with chairs around it and told me to sit down.


As he pulled a chair in, he swore and looked at his finger. Then, he said something else and I realised he was speaking in Russian.


‘So, I have a splinter, which I will have to pull out tonight at home. The smallest things can cause the greatest pain, don’t you agree?’


I nodded, because whether I did or didn’t, it would have made no difference. I wanted to please this man, more than any other I’d wanted to please since Papa had left.


‘How do we communicate if you won’t speak?’


Already prepared, I pulled out my scrap paper from my pocket, along with my pencil.


‘Your name is Bo?’


Yes, I wrote.


‘How old are you?’


Ten.


‘Where are your parents?’


My mother is dead and I do not know where my father is.


‘Where are you from originally?’


I do not know.


‘I don’t believe you, petit monsieur, and I have my suspicions already, but you hardly know me, and all us émigrés do not like to give up personal information easily, correct?’


Yes, I wrote, moved that he understood and did not think me strange like everyone else.


‘Who taught you to play the violin?’


Papa.


‘How long ago is it since you last took a lesson?’


I tried to think back but I couldn’t be sure, so I wrote:


Three or four years.


‘I have never met one so young with so much skill. It is quite remarkable, really. Your musicality comes naturally, which hides the flaws in your technical prowess. I was impressed that your nerves did not get the better of you, although I imagine that this chance to be taught at the conservatoire means everything to you?’


Yes, I wrote.


‘Hmmm . . .’


I watched him as he put his hand to his chin and moved it up and down and to both sides as he thought about whether I was worth teaching.


‘As you can imagine, I have many parents coming to me with their child geniuses, children who have had the best violins and suburban teachers, and are forced into hours of practice. Even if they are technically far more brilliant than you, I often feel that their soul is not in the music they play. In other words, they are performing monkeys, simply an extension of their parents’ egos. With you, this is definitely not the case, partly because you are an orphan and do not have parents, and your guardian is a man who hardly needs a child that does not belong to him to impress his friends when he himself is so impressive. So . . . even if there are flaws in the way you play and – no disrespect meant to your papa, but I would guess that he was not a professional?’


I shook my head, feeling as if I was being disrespectful, whatever Monsieur Ivan said.


‘Do not look so sad, petit monsieur, really. I can see he taught you with love. And in turn, he found a talent that was much greater than his own that he wished to nurture. What school are you at, at present?’


None. I cannot speak so I cannot go.


‘Even though it is none of my business, that is not good. I know you can speak, not just because I have been told so, but in the instinctive way you have stopped yourself replying to me since we have been talking. I think that you are surrounded by good, kind people and whatever terrible things have happened to you in the past, which have left you so damaged you dare not communicate, I hope for your sake there will be a time when you will. But no matter, I say that only as someone who has suffered much too, since I left Russia. So much suffering, so many wars in only fifteen years of humanity . . . You – and I – are both the result of it. One word of advice, my young friend: do not let those bad people win, all right? They have taken so much from you – your past, your family. Do not let them take your future too.’


Embarrassingly, my eyes filled with tears. I nodded slowly and then reached for my handkerchief.


‘Ah, I have made you cry, I apologise. I can be too free with my words. The good news is that if you have no school, it will be far easier to slot you into my timetable. Now then, let me see . . .’


I watched him pull out a slim diary from his jacket pocket and turn the pages over, which weren’t many, because it was only January.


‘So, we shall begin with two lessons a week. I can make eleven o’clock on a Tuesday, and two o’clock on a Friday. We shall see how we go, but I have a good feeling about you. Really, I do. So, I shall take you down to your nursemaid. She seems like a kind woman,’ he stated as he left the room and walked towards the lift.


I nodded.


Then I remembered, and hastily wrote some words.


How much for each lesson?


‘I shall speak to Monsieur Landowski, but we émigrés must help each other, mustn’t we?’


He slapped me on the back so hard that I nearly fell into the box inside the cage. He pulled the door closed, pressed a button and down we went. I wondered if it was how birds felt when they flew, but I doubted it somehow. Still, it was fun and I looked forward to doing it twice a week in the future. If Monsieur Landowski and Monsieur Ivan could agree on a price.


‘Madame, your boy was a triumph! I shall be taking him for certain, at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday, and two o’clock on a Friday. Tell Monsieur Landowski I shall telephone him to talk about the details. Safe travels home,’ he said. Then with a wink and a smile, Monsieur Ivan walked back towards the lift.
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I closed the pages of the old, leather-bound diary and stared through the window of the jet. My intention to sleep had vanished after reading the letter, which pointed me to the journal that now sat on my lap. The man who claimed to be my father – Atlas – wrote with such deep regret.




I cannot voice or begin to explain the love I have felt for you since I knew of your imminent arrival. Nor can I tell you in this letter the lengths I took to find you and your mother, who were both lost to me so cruelly before you were born . . .





The emotional weight of the past few weeks descended upon me, and I felt my eyes fill with tears. At that moment, I wished for nothing more than an embrace from Jock, my husband, who seemed to have been taken from me at the point when I needed him most.


‘If only you were here.’ I dabbed my eyes with one of the silk napkins that had been placed in the side pocket of the luxurious leather seat. ‘But you’d be loving this five-star treatment, that’s for certain.’


The letter from Atlas had promised his diary would contain the answers to my true heritage, but it was absolutely enormous. After reading the first section, I was nowhere nearer to understanding his story or how I fitted in to it. Whoever my ‘father’ was, he’d clearly led quite the life. Even though the opening part of the diary had been written by a ten-year-old child, the voice was filled with maturity and wisdom, as if the young boy was inhabited by an old soul.


I shook my head, noting the pattern of the last few weeks was repeating itself. Every time I seemed to be getting close to the truth of my past, further mysteries were thrown up. Why was the boy pretending to be mute? Why did he feel that he could not reveal his true name? And what on earth had led to him being discovered, orphaned, under a hedge in the middle of Paris? If anything, it seemed that Atlas’s diary had begun too late for me to understand the full picture.


Mind you, I thought, if you’re going to land on anyone’s doorstep, the famed sculptor behind one of the new Seven Wonders of the World – Christ the Redeemer – wasn’t a bad person to end up with.


I sighed, feeling somewhat odd that Atlas had entrusted me, the apparent biological daughter he had never met, with the story of his life before allowing his beloved adopted children to read it. They were, of course, the ones who had known and loved their ‘Pa Salt’ so very much. Surely they deserved to discover his secrets first?


I tried to quell the flutters in my stomach as I contemplated the nature of my situation. Here I was, jetting out to join a bunch of total strangers on a superyacht pilgrimage to lay a wreath for a man that I, as of yet, felt no connection to. Yes, I’d very briefly met a couple of them, but it wasn’t enough to quell my nerves. I didn’t even know if the other women were aware that I was seemingly genetically related to their adoptive father. That, coupled with the fact Atlas had decreed that I should be the first to read his diary, had the potential to make the sisters feel resentful.


I tried to comfort myself with the knowledge that it had been the family who had attempted to track me down, rather than the other way around.


‘They want you there, Merry,’ I told myself.


Of course, the greatest source of comfort came from the knowledge that I was flying towards my own children, Jack and Mary-Kate, who were already aboard the Titan. I knew just how thrilled they would be by my decision to join them on the cruise. Even if the six sisters turned out to be total lunatics, at least my kin would be there to protect me, and to keep me sane throughout the trip. Apparently, the cruise was due to take six days in total – three days to sail the Titan from Nice to Delos and lay the wreath, and three days to return. Plus, if it all became too much, I could ‘abandon ship’ on the nearby island of Mykonos, which boasted an international airport.


There was a knock on the panel doors, which had been pulled in from either side of the cabin to form a partition between front and back.


‘Oh – hello?’ I said, pulled away from my thoughts.


The panel slid open, and the tall, tanned figure of Georg Hoffman appeared. Still dressed immaculately in his dark suit, it appeared that he had not even loosened his tie during the course of the three-hour flight.


‘Good evening, Merry. Or should I say good morning . . .’ His eyes moved to the blanket and pillow which had been handed to me by the steward, both unused on a neighbouring seat. ‘Ah. I take it you did not get much rest. Did you . . . open the package?’


‘I did, Georg. I read the letter and, of course, had to start the diary. It’s hugely long . . . as I’m sure you know.’


A hint of a smile appeared on Georg’s moustachioed face. ‘I have carried it with me for a long time, but I swear to you, I have never once turned its pages. It was not mine to read.’


‘So you’re telling me that you honestly have no idea about the history of Atlas?’


‘Ah, no. I did not say that. Only that I have not read the diary.’ Georg hesitated. ‘I know . . . I knew Atlas – your father – very well. He was both the bravest and the kindest man I’ve ever had the privilege of meeting.’


‘How long until we land?’


‘The pilot has just let me know that we’ll be starting our descent into Nice in a few moments’ time. Then we have a car arranged that will take us directly to the port where the Titan is docked.’


I looked out of the cabin window. ‘It’s still dark, Georg. What time is it?’


He checked his watch and raised his eyebrows. ‘Just approaching half past three here in France. I apologise, I appreciate what a whirlwind this must be for you.’


‘You can say that again. I still don’t know whether this is the right thing to be doing. I mean, do the other daughters know that . . . well . . . according to everything I’ve learnt . . . that I’m his biological daughter?’


Georg lowered his eyes. ‘No. I . . . they assume you are referred to as “the missing sister” due to the fact that it was Atlas’s intention to adopt you, but he was unsuccessful in doing so. I must confess that, as odd as it may sound, they are even unaware of his true name. As you know, he has simply always been referred to by his daughters as “Pa Salt”.’


‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Georg.’ I rested my brow in between my thumb and index finger. ‘Although I recall that when I met her, Tiggy had worked out the anagram.’ I looked back at him. ‘That’s one of them, at least!’ I said with a dollop of sarcasm.


Georg nodded. ‘You must understand, Merry, I am but an employee. Even though I knew your father for nearly my entire life, and counted him as a dear friend, it is my duty to follow his orders, even in death.’


‘And yet, you seem to know all about me, Georg. You knew where to find me. You know that I am, apparently, Atlas’s descendant. And you say all of this has come to light in the last few weeks?’


‘I . . . yes.’ Georg shifted uncomfortably.


‘So, given the fact that Atlas has been dead for a year now, where on earth did you get all of your information from? Who told you about the ring I was found with?’ The exhaustion and frustration of the last few weeks was beginning to spill out. ‘And what about Argideen House? How did you discover that’s where I was born?’


Georg removed his pocket square and began to dab his brow. ‘Merry, these are excellent questions, and ones that I promise will be answered. But not by me.’


His response was not quite to my satisfaction.


‘I mean, and no offence intended to any of the sisters here, but did they never question why this strange man decided to adopt six girls and name them after the Seven Sisters? And that their surname, D’Aplièse, is an anagram of “Pleiades”?’


‘Many times. As you’ll see when you meet them, each of the girls is as intelligent as the man who raised them. They simply took his word that they were named after his favourite star cluster, and that their surname was a further reflection of his love for the heavens. They did not realise the connection – that they were so called because they were the daughters of Atlas.’


I closed my eyes, the prospect of walking into my own hand-crafted fairy tale aboard the Titan becoming less and less appealing.


‘How far into the journal did you read?’


‘Not far. Atlas is just a little boy. He’s been taken in by the sculptor and his family.’


Georg nodded. ‘I see. There is much to learn. I promise you, Merry, the more you read, the clearer the picture will become. You will understand who he was, who you are . . . and why he adopted the six girls.’


‘Well, that’s just the thing, Georg. I don’t know if it’s right that I’m the first to read it. As you yourself said, the other six girls were raised by Atlas. They loved him. I didn’t even know him. I think that the others should have access to it before I do.’


‘I . . . understand, Merry. This must be a very difficult situation for you. But please know, it was Atlas’s wish for you to learn his story as soon as we were able to find you. Because it is your story too. His whole life, he lived with the guilt of you believing he had abandoned you, which could not be further from the truth. It just happens that . . . events have collided, as, for some reason, they always seem to. I could not have predicted that we would be able to locate you at the exact time the other sisters were planning to lay a wreath to mark the anniversary of his death.’ The smile returned to Georg’s face. ‘One could say the stars have aligned.’


‘Well, you might see it that way. I feel more like they’re ricocheting than aligning. The letter says that my mother disappeared, and that Atlas didn’t even know whether she lived or died. So I’m guessing he wouldn’t be knowing anything about me being abandoned on Father O’Brien’s doorstep?’


Georg shook his head. ‘No. Once again, I can only advise that you read the diary. For the other sisters to understand why they were adopted, they must first understand who you are.’


‘Have you heard of the Parable of the Prodigal Son, Georg?’


‘I am familiar with the term, but I must admit that—’


‘In the gospel of Luke, Jesus tells of a son who asks his father for his inheritance, then squanders it recklessly by living a life of luxury and indulgence. When he runs out of money, he returns to his father and apologises, but instead of being angry, his daddy is overjoyed at his return, and throws a feast in his honour. But you know the most relevant part of the story, Georg? The brother of the prodigal son is not at all thrilled at his return. For that brother stayed loyally at his father’s side throughout the years, and received no reward for it. I don’t want to be the prodigal daughter, if you catch my drift.’


Georg furrowed his brow, flustered by my firm stance. ‘Merry, please understand that the girls could not be more excited to welcome you into their family, if that is what you so choose. They know how much their father longed to find the missing sister, and I assure you that you will be shown nothing but love by Atlas’s daughters. I believe you have already encountered Tiggy, and Star too. Did you feel anything but love and excitement from either?’


I reached over to my left and opened a cream leather compartment that contained bottles of water. I took one, and cracked it open. ‘From Tiggy, no. It’s a large part of the reason I’m sat here on this plane. But Star was pretending to be a Lady Sabrina something or other to extract information from me. The point is, Georg, I know better than most the bitterness that a dispute in a family can cause. What if some of the sisters are happy to know that “Pa Salt” has a daughter by blood, and others aren’t?’ I cast my mind back to the recent revelation that I shared a grandmother, Nuala, with the man who had originally caused me to flee Ireland, Bobby Noiro. ‘I mean, from my conversations with Mary-Kate I understand that there’s a global supermodel, Electra, who hasn’t always been known for having the most . . . gentle of personalities.’ I took a large glug of water.


‘I assure you, Merry, each of the sisters has been on their own personal journey of self-discovery during the past year. It has been my great privilege to watch each mature into a magnificent human being. They all . . .’ I observed Georg swallow hard, clearly fighting his emotion. ‘They have all come to a realisation that reaches most of us far too late in life . . . that it is far too short.’


I sighed and rubbed my eyes. ‘You’ve said what a great and wise man Atlas was. Well, if I have received any of that wisdom through genetic inheritance, perhaps I need to exercise some of it now, in his absence. As you say, Georg, it was Atlas’s wish that I should read his story as soon as I was found. Which I shall do. But I would like you to make six copies of the diary for the other girls. So that we may read about our father simultaneously.’


Georg looked at me, and behind his gaze I noted the cogs turning in his brain. For whatever reason, he was determined to follow Atlas’s wishes to the letter. What wasn’t he telling me?


‘Yes . . . yes, that might be a good idea. It is your choice to make, Merry.’


‘Although I imagine finding a photocopying shop at four a.m. in the South of France might prove to be somewhat of a challenge.’


‘Ah, fear not. The Titan is fully equipped with every modern convenience. There is a dedicated office on board with computers, and several industrial printers. For this I am grateful, as the diary contains . . .’ – Georg paused to consider his next word – ‘. . . personal information. I could not risk it falling into the wrong hands.’


‘A whole office on board the boat? My goodness. I would have thought that the whole point of a superyacht was to relax and unwind from the stresses of everyday life! Well, I say “everyday”, but if you own a superyacht, then Lord knows what the “everyday” entails anyway. Tell me, Georg – what did Atlas do to accrue so much money?’


Georg shrugged, and pointed to the beaten leather journal resting on my lap. ‘The answers lie within.’


There was another knock on the panel, and the steward peered through the gap.


‘I’m so sorry to interrupt, but the captain has asked for you to prepare for landing. Would you mind putting your seat belts on? We’ll be touching down in Nice in just a few minutes.’


‘Yes, of course, thank you.’ Georg nodded at him. ‘Well then, perhaps you will temporarily return the diary to my care, and I will arrange for six copies to be made once we board the Titan.’ I handed him the journal, but kept the letter. He gave me a large smile. ‘There is nothing to be afraid of, Merry. I promise you that.’


‘Thank you, Georg. I’ll see you when we’re on the ground.’


He returned through the partition, and I looked out of my window once more. As the jet descended, I watched the light from the barely risen sun dance on the ripples of the azureblue Mediterranean Sea. I hoped it was a little warmer than the Atlantic water on Inchydoney Beach in West Cork. I sat back in my seat and closed my eyes, wondering just how that little boy found orphaned under a hedge in the city of Paris would one day go on to create me.
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