

Foreword

Dear Reader,

Thank you for picking up this Lucinda Riley novel. I’m Lucinda’s son, Harry Whittaker. If you know my name, it will no doubt be from Atlas: The Story of Pa Salt, the conclusion to Mum’s Seven Sisters series, which became my responsibility after her death in 2021.

I wanted to explain how The Last Love Song has come to be published in 2025. To do so, I must provide a potted history of Mum’s work, so I hope you’ll indulge me.

From 1993 to 2000, Mum wrote eight novels under the name Lucinda Edmonds. Her career was seemingly cut short by a book called Seeing Double. The fictional plot suggested that there was an illegitimate member of the British Royal Family. The recent death of Princess Diana and subsequent monarchical turmoil meant bookshops deemed the project too much of a risk. Consequently, Lucinda Edmonds orders were cancelled, and her contract was voided by her publishers.

Between 2000 and 2008, Mum wrote three novels, all of which went unpublished. Then, in 2010, she had a breakthrough. Her first book as Lucinda Riley – Hothouse Flower – hit the shelves. Under this new name, she went on to become one of the world’s most successful writers of female fiction, having sold seventy million books at the time of writing. Alongside her brand-new novels, Mum rewrote three ‘Edmonds’ books: Aria (which became The Italian Girl), Not Quite an Angel (which became The Angel Tree) and the aforementioned Seeing Double (which became The Love Letter). As for the three unpublished novels, all have now been released with great success.

There’s no doubt that Lucinda has always been one of the world’s best storytellers, but her authorial voice naturally matured over her thirty-year career. She conducted extensive work on her three 90s rewrites: changing plots, adding characters and amending her style. Consequently, I have undertaken the role here, refreshing and updating the text, helping to turn the ‘Edmonds’ into a ‘Riley’. I performed the same task for The Hidden Girl in 2024.

The Last Love Song was originally published in 1997 under the title Losing You. For me, this book is particularly special due to its setting. Many readers will know that although she was born in Lisburn, Mum always felt that Ireland’s West Cork was her spiritual home. Shortly after my birth in the early 1990s, we moved from England to Clonakilty. My favourite childhood memories are embedded in the breathtaking coastal landscape – namely in the hidden coves of Inchydoney beach, where Mum would tell me stories of the naughty sprites that lived within. Afterwards, we would warm ourselves in one of Clon’s welcoming pubs, and hope for a performance from a fiddler or flautist. The local tonic of music and myths set my imagination whirring, and it’s no wonder Ireland boasts some of the finest literary minds.

The Last Love Song is, in many ways, a tribute to West Cork. I shan’t divulge too much of the plot, but it’s clear that the bright lights of London’s Carnaby Street pale in comparison to the Wild Atlantic Way and the (fictitious) Ballymore.

The text is instantly recognisable as Lucinda’s work. In these pages you will discover passionate love, tragic loss and, of course, a devastating secret from the past which threatens to destroy the future. I wrote in my foreword to 2024’s The Hidden Girl that ‘the (editorial) process has been challenging’ due to the book’s difficult themes. I faced no such challenge here. Working on The Last Love Song has been a total joy. Although, as a new father of twin girls, I must admit that meeting deadlines has been much harder!

To Lucinda’s returning readers, Mum is waiting for you like an old friend, ready to pull you into the past. As for new readers, welcome! I’m thrilled you have chosen to spend some time with Lucinda Riley.

Harry Whittaker, 2025





Prologue

London, June 1986

There were always day-old newspapers lying around in the television room, but she never bothered reading the news items. Sometimes she’d collect them and make her way through the crosswords. It helped ease the boredom. Gathering up the tea-stained copies of The Sun and The Mirror, she put them under her arm and made her way back to her cell. Thankfully, it was empty. Muriel had gone to the showers.

She settled herself onto her bunk and took the first newspaper off the pile. Searching for the puzzles page, she found a familiar face staring out at her. Steeling herself to ignore it, she turned over the page.

The man was still a huge star. His status had reached cult proportions due to his disappearance all those years ago. The odd picture in the papers was inevitable.

She tried to put the past to the back of her mind. Finding the crossword, she took out a biro from her jumpsuit pocket. Chewing it, she slowly began to fill in the letters. But, inevitably, her concentration was shot.

Eventually, she gave up, turned the pages back over and began to read.

COME HOME, CON!

It has been announced today that sixties sensation The Fishermen will reunite at London’s Wembley Stadium during the upcoming sell-out Music for Life concert. Stars past and present have pledged their support to sing for Africa this weekend, but the question on everybody’s lips is … will Con Daly turn up? The Fishermen’s lead singer famously hasn’t been seen in public for over a decade.

She lay back, the newspaper still open on her lap. She’d learnt to numb herself against emotion. That was the only way to survive in here. Lying there, staring at the crack in the ceiling that she had watched grow from an inch to over a foot long, a small smile crossed her face.

Was it pleasure she was feeling?

No, not really.

She’d stopped believing in fate a long time ago. But it was a happy coincidence that, if all went well in front of the parole board in two weeks’ time, she would be emerging from prison just before The Fishermen made their historic reunion performance at Wembley.

That night, as the light in the cell flashed three times to indicate the minutes before lights-out, she went over to the sink and brushed her teeth. Then she took the four pills the screw had just given her out of her dressing-gown pocket and dropped them into the rushing water. She watched as they swirled around before disappearing down the plughole.

When she turned around, Muriel was watching her in horror.

‘Gawd, love, why on earth did you do that? You won’t get no more now. You know what they’re like.’

She climbed silently up onto her bunk.

‘That’s fine, Muriel. I don’t need any more. Goodnight.’

A few seconds later, the lights went out.

Instead of quickly falling into her usual drugged, unrestful sleep, she felt wide awake.

It would take a while for the previous dose to leave her system and her brain to clear, but she could handle it. She had to.

She allowed herself to plunder her memory, to bring the anger back up to the surface. The pain would give her strength and feed the need for retribution.





Part One

Preparation
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West Cork, Ireland, April 1964

The village of Ballymore nestled neatly into the rugged West Cork coastline. Its bright pink-, yellow- and blue-painted houses were a cheering sight on bleak, grey winter days, as storms beat relentlessly in from the Atlantic. The fifteen hundred residents were used to the rain, which had been known to fall continuously for three months without respite. They only endured the long winters knowing that a glorious summer would follow. The sky would become azure, and young and old alike would spend long days on the golden beaches for which the area was famed. They knew that, for those few short weeks, there was no better place to be on God’s earth.

Sorcha O’Donovan followed the rest of the village out of the church and into the bright April air.

‘’Tis a beautiful morning!’ smiled Mary O’Donovan. ‘I think spring has arrived at last.’

‘Yes, it’s grand altogether, Mammy,’ nodded Sorcha, eager to be gone. ‘Mammy, can I go over to Maureen’s before lunch? I promised I’d help her with her maths.’

Mary had spotted a friend and was waving to her.

‘Yes, but be sure to be back for one o’clock. You know how particular your daddy is.’

‘Yes, Mammy.’

Sorcha watched as her mother turned and started to make her way through the crowd towards her friend. Then she retrieved her bicycle from the side of the church and set off through the gates in the direction of Maureen’s house. When she was out of sight of the crowd outside the church, she turned a corner and pedalled as fast as she could along the path that led away from the village towards the sea.

Fifteen minutes later, having cycled the two and a half miles to the beach, she hid her bicycle in a hollow, then perched on a sand dune to catch her breath and smooth her wind-strewn hair. It wasn’t more than a few seconds before she heard the sound of Con’s guitar and the mellow tone of his voice drifting closer to her. Sorcha leapt to her feet and searched about her.

‘Con, Con, it’s me!’ she shouted, competing with the sound of the waves as she ran joyfully through the dunes, covering her mass dress in sand. ‘Con! Where are you?’ An edge of confusion had crept into her voice. ‘Con? I—’

There was a friendly roar from behind her. Sorcha didn’t even have time to turn before she was jumped upon. The pair fell softly onto the beach, rolling over and over until they came to rest in a hollow.

Sorcha looked up at him lying on top of her, his huge blue eyes set under a pair of full dark eyebrows, framed by lashes so long and curly they were almost feminine. His skin was still tanned from the sea air even after a long winter, and his thick black hair fell in waves to his shoulders. She knew she’d love him for the rest of her life, whatever the cost.

‘Hello, Sorcha-porcha. Have you missed me?’ He smiled down at her, giving her a trademark wink. ‘I’ve certainly missed you.’

A lump came to her throat. She nodded, then stroked his cold cheek with her finger. ‘Oh yes, Con. Oh yes.’

His lips came down hard onto hers, and she felt his hand slowly creeping up her thigh. She enjoyed the sensation for a few seconds before her conscience won out.

‘Con, you promised me!’ She wriggled away from him and lay on her side.

‘I’m mad for you, Sorcha-porcha. I think of nothing else, I swear. I even wrote a song for you last night.’ Con gently caressed her hair. ‘I’m going to get my guitar and sing it for you.’ He jumped up and raced over a dune.

Sorcha lay still, her eyes closed, wanting to record every second they shared so she could think about it when she was alone at night without him.

He was back.

‘I’ve called it “My One True Love”.’

She turned over and watched him as he began to sing to her.

‘Ah, Con, ’tis a beautiful melody. Did you really write it for me?’ Sorcha asked when he’d finished.

‘Yes. And I meant every word.’ He reached over to her and planted another kiss on her lips. ‘Must you go?’

Sorcha was brushing the sand from her dress and straightening her hair.

‘You know I have to. Daddy will be fierce cross if I’m not back in time for dinner.’

His arms enveloped her. ‘Ah, Sorcha. Come live with me and be my love,’ he quoted. Then he tipped her face up to his. ‘You know we can’t go on like this. You’re seventeen in a few months. Then no one can stop us.’

‘They can. You know they can.’ She nestled into his chest.

‘Not if you come with me across the sea. I can’t stay here much longer. It’s only you that keeps me from leaving immediately.’

‘Please, Con, don’t say that.’

‘I’m sorry, but it’s the truth. You’re going to have to decide, Sorcha-porcha.’

‘Yes, yes, I know. I’ll come on Wednesday, after school.’

‘I’ll be in my hut, waiting for you.’ He kissed her once more. ‘Goodbye, my love.’

‘Goodbye.’

Reluctantly, she left his arms and began scrambling across the dunes. Sorcha shivered as the wind whipped around her bare legs. The weather was changing, suddenly and dramatically, as it was prone to do in West Cork. She turned and saw Con gazing out to sea at the storm that was brewing. She perhaps had ten minutes before the heavens opened, and consequently serious problems explaining her soaked clothing to her mammy and daddy. Sorcha wheeled her bicycle onto the road, climbed on and began to pedal for home.

The figure who had watched the two of them for the past forty minutes scurried away unseen.

‘Mary, mother of God! You’re drenched, child! How did you manage that on a two-minute cycle from Maureen’s? Get upstairs with you and change. I’ll be putting the dinner on the table in three minutes.’

‘Yes, Mammy.’ Sorcha hurried up the stairs. She headed for the bathroom and locked the door behind her. Then she climbed into the bath and began to undress, shaking each of her garments thoroughly. When she was naked, she climbed out of the bath and ran the taps, swirling the tell-tale golden sand away down the plughole.

When Sorcha reappeared downstairs, her father was already sitting at the highly polished mahogany table in the dining room. It was always cold in there, and there was a musty smell because it was never used more than once a week.

‘Sit down then, Sorcha,’ said her father.

Sorcha obeyed, as her mammy brought in the piece of beef which had been cooking since seven this morning. Mary placed it in front of her husband.

‘I hope you’ll find ’tis tender, Seamus,’ she said nervously as he picked up the carving knife.

The two women sat in silence as Seamus pedantically cut the joint into perfect slices. Only when he’d cut all three portions was Mary allowed to fill the plates with vegetables.

All that hard work, thought Sorcha, lifting her fork. And by the time we get to eat it, it’s no more than lukewarm.

No one spoke. Seamus did not approve of chat during dinner. After the food was finished, the plates were cleared away by Sorcha while Mary brought in a perfect apple pie from the range in the kitchen.

Sorcha watched her daddy as he ate. She wondered whether he’d been born with a frown, or had frowned so often his face was simply frozen that way. Whichever the reason, he always looked cross. Sadly, everyone said Sorcha resembled him. She certainly had his thick, curly, auburn hair and green eyes. She was tall, too. Her friends at school called him handsome and said how lucky she was to have such a fine-looking father, but Sorcha often prayed at night that she hadn’t inherited his personality. When she’d been small, she’d been afraid of him and his readiness with the back of his hand, but now … she despised him.

‘Can we have the radio on, Mammy?’ she asked.

‘You know your daddy won’t want to be disturbed after lunch.’

‘Quietly?’

Mary shook her head as Sorcha knew she would. ‘Maybe later.’

Sorcha began to dry the wet dishes.

‘Mammy, can I ask you something?’

‘Of course.’

‘Do you love Daddy?’

‘Sorcha!’ Mary blessed herself. ‘What a question to ask! Surely you know I do.’

‘I suppose. I … well, I’ve been reading a book for English lessons. It’s called Wuthering Heights. It’s about love and … passion.’

‘I see.’ Mary continued to wash up.

‘Were you ever madly in love with Daddy? I mean, so bad that you couldn’t sleep at night, that it was grand just to be near him, that when he kissed you, you thought you would burst with happiness?’

Mary stopped washing up and studied her daughter. Sorcha’s eyes were alight, her face flushed.

‘I … yes.’ She nodded. ‘I was once mad for someone … I mean your daddy, in the way you describe. But Sorcha, that kind of feeling can’t last. A few months, maybe; in rare cases a couple of years. But then life gets in the way, real life.’ Mary gazed out of the window at the raindrops plopping heavily onto the pane. ‘In all honesty, it’s rare you marry the man you really love.’

‘But you did.’

Mary looked at her daughter and smiled weakly. ‘Of course I did. Now, have you your homework to finish?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then get along with you up to your room. I’ll do the rest of this.’

Sorcha kissed her mother’s soft cheek. ‘Thank you, Mammy.’

Upstairs in her spacious, comfortable bedroom, Sorcha reached for her satchel, unloaded her textbooks, paper and writing equipment onto her desk and sat down. Once she was comfortable, her fingers felt for the envelope at the bottom of her pencil case and she drew it out. It was crumpled, the small photograph inside even more so. She laid it in front of her and traced the contours of his face, as she’d done a thousand times before. Sorcha could see her fingerprints all over it.

‘Con … Con,’ she murmured as she stared at her love. The picture was terrible, out of focus and missing a left ear because of the way she’d cut it from the flyposter advertising his band’s latest gig. But that hardly mattered.

Closing her eyes, Sorcha cast her mind back to the very first night, three months ago now, when she had first kissed him …
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January 1964, three months earlier

‘There’s a band playing at the GAA hall Saturday week,’ Mairead informed the girls as they filed out of the hall after morning prayers.

Her three friends raised their eyebrows as they walked down the corridor towards their classroom.

‘I heard they’re meant to be fierce good,’ Mairead continued. ‘They’ve put up posters in the town. You’ll see after school.’

‘What sort of band?’ asked Katherine O’Mahoney as they entered the classroom. ‘And who’s in it?’

‘A proper band, with guitars and drums. Con Daly’s the lead singer.’

All four girls sat down at their desks and opened their satchels.

‘He’s a bad ’un,’ imparted Maureen McNamara gravely.

‘With his daddy having been a drunken eejit and his mammy dying when he was small, what chance did he have?’ asked Katherine. ‘Living in that godforsaken hut all alone on the beach. I’d say he needs to be pitied.’

‘You always did have a soft heart, Katherine O’Mahoney. My brother says Con has a grand voice, though. He heard him in a bar in Clonakilty a while back,’ Mairead concluded.

Sister Benedict’s heavy footsteps echoed down the corridor.

‘Well, I’m on for going,’ whispered Mairead. ‘Who’ll join me?’

There was no time for further discussion as Sister Benedict entered the classroom.

The four girls reconvened after school. On the walk down the hill into Ballymore village they discussed the situation.

‘All the St Joseph’s boys will be there. My brother Johnny.’ Mairead nodded in Katherine’s direction. She blushed. ‘Tommy Dalton.’ Mairead looked at Maureen who studied her feet. ‘And for you, Sorcha, any boy who takes your fancy.’

‘And how are we meant to be getting out of our houses on a Saturday night to watch a band?’ asked Sorcha.

‘Don’t worry your heads about that. I have it all worked out,’ Mairead added confidently.

‘Go on then,’ challenged Katherine.

Mairead looked smug. ‘Well, my mammy and daddy are going up to Milltown on Saturday morning to see my auntie. They won’t be back until Sunday lunchtime. Johnny’s meant to be looking after me. So, you can tell your parents you’re all coming to stay the night. They don’t need to know Mammy and Daddy are away. As long as we’re all there for mass on Sunday morning, they’ll not be suspicious at all.’ Her eyes shone with pride. ‘There now, what do you think?’

The three girls looked at each other.

‘And what if they found out where we’d been? Jesus, Mary and Joseph! I’d be crucified!’ said Maureen.

‘They won’t, though, will they? They’d never think that their sweet little daughters would be dancing the night away with boys!’ giggled Mairead.

Sorcha shook her head uncertainly as they came to her turning on the road. ‘I’m not sure, so, Mairead.’

‘Well, you think about it, Sorcha O’Donovan. Most of us are nearly seventeen. We’re not babies any more. So what if they do find out? Will they put us in Cork city jail and throw away the key? I doubt it!’

Sorcha blushed. ‘You’re right, Mairead. I’ll think about it. See you tomorrow.’

She waved and walked down the narrow winding street into the large Georgian McCurtain Square. In the centre, enclosed within iron railings, was a formal garden with a small fountain that gurgled meekly. The professional people of the town resided here, in terraced, four-storey houses that were the envy of many. Sorcha crossed the square and approached her front door. On the left-hand side was a shiny brass plate that read:

SEAMUS O’DONOVAN, SOLICITOR

Her father used the three large downstairs rooms for his practice. The family lived above on the next three floors. Sorcha turned the key and headed for the stairs.

‘I’m home, Mammy,’ she called, divesting herself of her hat, blazer, gloves and scarf. She walked down the corridor and opened the kitchen door. A wonderful smell of bacon filled her nostrils as she went to the scrubbed oak table and kissed her flour-covered mother.

‘Hello, darling. Did you have a good day? There’s a hot drop in the pot.’

‘Thank you. I did have a good day. Do you want a cup of tea?’

‘No, thank you. I need to finish this pie. Helen is coming for supper.’

Sorcha bristled. ‘Oh, Mammy, does she have to?’

‘Yes, you know she does. Poor thing, with no parents to love her. It’s the least we can do. And don’t be forgetting that she’s a distant cousin of your daddy’s, Sorcha.’

Helen McCarthy was in Sorcha’s class at the convent, even though she was almost eighteen. Her parents had died in a car accident when she was five, leaving their large house and fortune to their only daughter. Since their death, Helen had been taken care of by an elderly aunt.

Sorcha never mentioned Helen’s monthly visits to her schoolmates. Helen’s mother had been English and a Protestant, uninvolved in the church community in the village. The family had always kept themselves separate; as a small child Helen had gone to a private primary school in Bandon, only joining the convent at the age of twelve. As she had a larger frame than most of her classmates, wore glasses, and was slower academically, she was an easy target for bullies.

Once a month, Helen came to the O’Donovans’ for supper. Seamus managed Helen’s trust and his practice took care of matters relating to the ten-bedroom mansion and two hundred acres which would come to Helen on her eighteenth birthday, as stipulated in her parents’ will.

Sorcha often confessed to Father Moynihan that she’d been cruel and thoughtless and would try to talk to Helen in the future, or join her for lunch in the refectory where she sat in a corner alone every day. But she never quite managed it.

‘Try and be friendly, Sorcha,’ begged her mother. ‘’Tis only a few hours, one evening a month. She is in your class, after all.’

‘Mammy, I’ll do my best, I swear.’

‘Like the good girl that you are. Off with you and finish your homework before Helen arrives.’

Supper was as difficult and uncomfortable as it always was. Helen sat there, focused on her food and little else.

‘So, Helen. Any thoughts on what you’re going to do when you leave school?’ asked Seamus in his friendliest voice.

‘I’m not sure,’ replied Helen, looking momentarily lost, before returning her attention to the plate.

‘Well, I’ll be wanting to have a talk with you very soon. It’ll be only a few months before the Lissnegooha estate is in your control.’

‘Yes,’ said Helen as she absentmindedly tore a piece of bread apart.

Pudding seemed interminable. When Mary stood up and began to clear away the dishes, Sorcha followed her.

‘I’ll help you.’

‘No, I’m grand by myself. You take Helen up to your room for a while.’

Sorcha gave her mother one of her special looks, then gritted her teeth and said, ‘Come on, Helen. Let’s go upstairs.’

Helen followed up the stairs behind Sorcha and took a seat on the edge of her bed. Sorcha pulled out her desk chair and sat on that.

She couldn’t think of a thing to say.

Helen’s hand began to tap nervously on her leg. She summoned her courage and spoke.

‘Are you going to hear the band at the GAA hall on Saturday night?’ she ventured.

‘How did you know about that?’

‘I’ve seen the flyposters in town and I heard you discussing it in the classroom this morning.’

Sorcha guiltily shook her head. ‘No, of course not.’

‘Oh,’ said Helen. She looked down at her hands and twiddled her thumbs. Sorcha could see her nails were bitten to the quicks. ‘That Con Daly is in it.’ Helen reached into her pocket and brought out a crumpled flyposter, unfolding it carefully. ‘He’s … well, he’s very handsome, don’t you think?’ Helen blushed to the roots of her unbrushed hair.

‘Yes, I suppose.’ Sorcha hadn’t really thought about it.

‘I talk to him sometimes, when I’m out riding on the beach. I can see his hut from my bedroom window. Wouldn’t it be grand to be like him, Sorcha? Living by yourself with no one telling you what to do.’

Sorcha watched Helen in amazement. It was more than she’d ever heard the girl say.

‘I think it would be lonely and cold in that hut. There’s not even a lavvy.’

‘People like Con and me, well, we get used to our own company. It comes from being different. We’re probably the same, in many ways.’

‘Except you’re going to be very rich with a big house and Con Daly has nothing except a shack he only borrows since his daddy died and they took away his house to pay the debts.’

Helen looked downcast. ‘Yes, I suppose.’ She folded the poster carefully and put it back in her pocket. Sorcha watched her visibly retreat into her shell. They sat in silence until Mary knocked on the door five minutes later to say Seamus was ready to give Helen a lift back home.

‘Bye then, Sorcha.’

‘Bye, Helen.’

She nodded and left the bedroom. Five minutes later, Sorcha went into the bathroom to begin her nightly ablutions. Then she got into bed, pulled the covers over her and thought about the concert on Saturday week. If she went, it would be the first time she’d ever told a lie to her parents. Besides, what would she wear? Her mass dress? Sorcha giggled at the thought of such a thing, turned over and closed her eyes. She would sleep on it and see how she felt in the morning.

‘Mammy, Mairead has invited Katherine, Maureen and me to stay over at her house next Saturday night. Will it be all right if I go?’ Sorcha’s fingers were crossed behind her back.

Mary was busy scrubbing the kitchen floor. ‘I don’t see why you shouldn’t, if all your homework is done before you leave.’

‘It will be, I swear.’

‘Then you may tell Mairead that you’ll be there.’

‘Grand.’ Sorcha stood there, amazed it had been so easy.

Mary looked up at her. ‘Is there anything else you want, Sorcha? Would you like to help me scrub the floor?’

‘I … no. Thanks, Mammy.’

Sorcha skedaddled before she gave herself away.

‘Come in before they see you,’ Mairead whispered as she opened the kitchen door.

‘But they’re meant to see us, remember?’ giggled Sorcha.

‘Yes, of course they are,’ Mairead laughed. ‘I’ve had to pay my brother Johnny not to tell. He’s coming to the concert with some of his friends.’

‘And he won’t say anything?’

‘No. He’s after liking Katherine, so he’ll not tell,’ said Mairead, smiling. ‘Did you bring something to wear?’

‘Yes. My mass dress.’ Sorcha followed Mairead up the stairs to her small bedroom.

‘No! You couldn’t.’

‘I’m teasing. I’ll show you in a minute.’

Katherine was sitting in her underwear on the floor amid heaps of clothing.

‘It’s no good! Everything looks dreadful! I’m going home to spend the night in bed.’

‘Don’t be an eejit!’ scolded Mairead. ‘You look grand in your riding jodhpurs and black sweater. They show off your figure.’

‘I can’t wear my riding breeches to a concert!’ wailed Katherine.

‘Of course you can. You know it said jodhpurs are the new fashion in that magazine Maureen got from her aunt in London.’

Sorcha dumped her bag on the floor. ‘I don’t know why you’re worrying,’ she said. ‘You know how the boys all swoon when you walk past. You don’t even have to try with that lovely long blonde hair and your big blue eyes.’

‘Get along with you,’ said Katherine. ‘You’re the envy of every girl in the class with your red curls and long legs. You’re just as pretty as any of those models in Maureen’s magazine.’

‘When each of you has finished telling the other she should enter a beauty pageant tomorrow, perhaps we can get down to business.’ Mairead raised an eyebrow. ‘Maureen’s late. She said she’d be here by half past four. It’s gone five o’clock now.’

‘She’ll be here,’ said Sorcha, nodding. ‘I saw her in town earlier.’

‘Right. Well.’ Mairead picked up a brush and comb, brandishing them at the girls. ‘Who’s first in my salon?’

An hour and a half later, the transformation was complete. Sorcha surveyed her reflection with wonderment.

‘I can’t believe it’s me.’ She made an exaggerated ‘O’ with her painted scarlet lips. Her eyelids felt heavy with the false eyelashes her friend had applied. Sorcha touched her hair, which Mairead had teased into a neat twist, then fastened with kirby grips onto the top of her head. The old kilt she’d found languishing at the back of her wardrobe had taken well to being shortened seven inches. She’d altered the side seams so that it hugged her thighs and showed off her long, slim legs.

Katherine was also admiring herself. ‘Mairead, you ought to open your own salon. You’re a genius,’ she smiled.

Mairead shrugged modestly and folded away the picture of the model from the magazine she’d been copying from. ‘It was nothing. Now, it’s time for me. Will you ring Maureen while I’m in the bathroom?’

Sorcha hardly took her eyes off the mirror. ‘If she’s not here in ten minutes, I will.’

‘Grand. Tidy up a little, will you?’

‘We’ll try,’ sighed Katherine, sitting gingerly on the bed so as not to disturb her golden locks, which Mairead had brushed until they shone. ‘You know, I don’t think our mammies would recognise us even if they found where we were tonight.’

‘No. I can only imagine what my daddy would say if he saw my painted face and short skirt.’

‘Do you think it will happen tonight for one of us?’ asked Katherine.

‘What do you mean, “it”?’ asked Sorcha.

‘That we might get kissed.’ Katherine tucked her long legs under herself.

‘Who knows?’

The two girls sat in silence, pondering the enormity of such an event.

There was a knocking from downstairs. Katherine jumped up. ‘That’ll be Maureen. I’ll go let her in.’

Two minutes later, Katherine appeared back in the bedroom with a flushed Maureen.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph! I thought I’d never escape. Shane is sick and Mammy made me mind him while she was out. How much time have I got to get ready?’

‘Plenty if we all help you,’ Katherine reassured her.

Half an hour later, the four girls were sitting on the bed nervously contemplating their deception.

Maureen, looking uncomfortable in an emerald-green dress she’d stolen from her mother’s wardrobe, shook her head. ‘I don’t know whether we shouldn’t forget this, make some sandwiches and put our pyjamas on.’

‘Just stop panicking. Here.’ Mairead produced a small bottle of whiskey from under the bed. ‘We all need some courage.’ She took the top off, put the bottle to her lips, threw her head back and drank.

The other girls watched as Mairead’s eyes began to water.

‘Quick, your mascara will run.’ Sorcha offered her a handkerchief.

‘Who’s next?’ Mairead offered the bottle as she dabbed at her eyes.

The three girls looked at each other uncertainly.

‘Jesus, well, you three are full of the spirit of adventure, aren’t you!’ Mairead shook her head and rolled her eyes.

‘Give it here.’ Sorcha grabbed the bottle and took a sip. ‘You next, Katherine.’

Katherine closed her eyes and took a healthy slug. Her eyes shone as she passed the bottle to Maureen. ‘I like it.’

‘Do you now?’ laughed Maureen, taking a swig. She had to be slapped hard on the back as she coughed and spluttered helplessly.

‘Right, are we ready?’ asked Mairead.

The other three nodded solemnly.

‘Then we’ll put on our coats, get on our bicycles and go.’

‘What if we see anyone we know?’ asked Katherine.

‘We wave at them and smile. We’re only out to enjoy an evening bicycle ride.’ Mairead shrugged.

‘What, in the dark?’ giggled Sorcha.

‘Come on, let’s go.’

The four girls filed out of the bedroom.

It was a fifteen-minute cycle ride up to the GAA hall. Breathing a collective sigh of relief that most folks were huddled inside by the fire on this cold January night, the girls hid their bicycles around the back of the hall and went to take their places in the short queue that had formed outside.

‘Give me your money and I’ll pay for all of us,’ said Mairead.

Sorcha turned around and saw a handful of boys studying them appreciatively. She nudged Katherine and winked. Mairead paid for the tickets and the four girls filed into the ladies’ for a quick repair job.

As Sorcha carefully replenished her lipstick, she could hear the band warming up in the hall next door. A shiver of excitement ran through her.

‘You’re growing up at last,’ she whispered to her reflection.

By nine o’clock, the hall was full to bursting.

‘See, they’ve come from other villages. It’s so crowded we’ll never be spotted,’ Mairead reassured the others as they pushed their way over to the bar. ‘Now, what’ll we order?’

‘Lemonade.’

‘Shall I make that four?’

There was a collective nod.

An amplified voice echoed across the crowd. ‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, will you all give a big hand for Con Daly and his band!’

The announcer left the stage. The girls stood on tiptoe to watch as the five members took their places. Con Daly strolled casually forward to the microphone.

‘Evening, all, and a big welcome from me and the boys. We hope you’ll enjoy yourselves. Let’s rock!’

Con turned around, counted his band in, and suddenly the hall was filled with the sound of a rich, deep voice, backed by a languorous guitar rhythm.

The girls stood watching him.

‘You know, I would hardly recognise him. He’s handsome when he cleans himself up, isn’t he?’ whispered Mairead.

‘Now I look at him, he is a fine figure of a man. That black hair and those big blue eyes remind me of Elvis. Don’t you think, Sorcha?’ said Katherine.

Sorcha didn’t answer. She was staring, transfixed, at Con Daly.

‘What a grand voice,’ put in Maureen. ‘It’s as good as anything you hear on the radio.’

‘Sorcha, take your lemonade. Sorcha!’ Mairead nudged her.

‘Yes, sorry.’ Sorcha took the bottle, put the straw in her mouth and sucked without taking her eyes off the stage.

‘Er, I … would you be wanting to dance, Katherine O’Mahoney?’

A tall, painfully thin young man with a bad case of acne was standing behind Katherine. They all knew him. He was in the same year as Johnny, Mairead’s brother.

‘Well now, I might want to dance,’ nodded Katherine, turning around, ‘but not with you, Ryan O’Sullivan.’

The girls giggled as Ryan slunk away, his head bowed in embarrassment.

‘Ah, now, you shouldn’t be so cruel,’ admonished Maureen.

‘Maybe I’m waiting for Johnny to come over and ask me,’ smiled Katherine.

The girls found an empty table on one side of the hall and sat down. They watched the band and those who had begun to dance. Sorcha could hardly drag her eyes away from Con Daly.

The group finished a lively number to rapturous applause, and Con spoke gently into the microphone.

‘You’re a grand audience, thank you. Now, we’ll lower the tempo. Take your partners, girls and boys. This is a ballad I wrote as I was looking over the beautiful bay of Ballymore.’

Johnny sidled up to the table.

‘Do you fancy a dance, Katherine?’ he enquired confidently.

Katherine blushed and nodded. She stood up and took Johnny’s outstretched hand.

‘And you, Sorcha, would you have a dance with me?’

It was Angus Hurley, a young man whom Sorcha had known since childhood. His parents ran the cotton factory outside the village.

Sorcha nodded and Angus led her onto the floor. He put his arms loosely round her waist and Sorcha hooked hers over his shoulders. They swayed awkwardly to the music.

‘I’m surprised your parents let your group come tonight,’ he said.

‘They don’t know we’re here. And if you breathe a word, Angus Hurley, none of us will ever speak to you again.’

‘I’ll say nothing, Sorcha, you know I won’t.’

Sorcha put her head back over Angus’s shoulder and watched Con Daly. As she looked at him, his eyes seemed to focus on her. For a good ten seconds the two of them stared at one another. She reluctantly dragged her gaze away.

‘Sorry, Angus. I was miles away. What was it that you were saying?’

‘I … well, I was asking you … That is, I …’ Angus blushed. ‘I was thinking maybe we could go to the flicks in Bandon next week. You … you look beautiful this evening, Sorcha. And I’ve always liked you, as I’m sure you know.’

‘It’s kind of you to ask me. Could I think about it and let you know?’

‘Okay,’ Angus nodded.

The ballad finished and Sorcha returned to the table. Maureen was sitting there alone, looking dejected.

‘Where’s Mairead?’

‘Oh, some gorgeous man came and whisked her away. Katherine’s still dancing.’

Sorcha looked to the dance floor and saw her friend’s arms wrapped tightly around Johnny’s neck. She smiled. ‘It’s grand to see those two together after all this time. They’ve liked each other for months.’

‘And what about you and the handsome Angus?’

‘Oh, he asked me to the cinema next week and I said I’d think about it.’

‘You did what? Sorcha, you know very well that Angus is the catch of the town. He’ll have that factory one day and the big house on the hill. Plus, he looks like a film star.’

‘Well now, that’s your taste, Maureen. Personally, I think Con Daly is better looking.’

‘No!’ Maureen baulked. ‘He’s probably not had a bath for months!’

Sorcha rolled her eyes. ‘You’re terrible.’

‘Well, all I can say is that you should be grateful you have a boy who likes you. I don’t know why I bothered coming. Who’d want to dance with me when I’m so fat and ugly?’

Sorcha looked at her best friend’s heart-shaped face, her nose sprinkled with freckles, and the small curls of ginger hair escaping from the pleat Mairead had painstakingly pinned on the back of her head.

‘You’re beautiful, Maureen, so you are,’ Sorcha replied honestly.

‘Then why am I sitting here like a wallflower while everyone else dances?’

‘You won’t be for much longer, I promise. Excuse me, I need to go to the ladies’. Back in a minute.’

Sorcha stood up just as the band announced they were taking a ten-minute break. She headed for Angus, who was standing by the bar at the back of the hall.

‘Angus, I’ll go to the flicks with you next week.’

‘You will?’ He broke into a relieved smile. ‘That’s grand altogether, Sorcha!’

‘On one condition.’

Angus held his hands up. ‘Anything.’

‘That you buy my friend Maureen a lemonade, talk to her for a while, and when the band starts up, you ask her to dance.’

Angus shrugged. ‘All right. I’ll pick you up from your house at seven next Friday. We can go in the new car I’ll be getting for my eighteenth birthday.’

‘Grand. I’ll see you then, as long as you keep your promise.’

‘I’m on my way for the lemonade now.’

Sorcha smiled, then headed in the direction of the ladies’, tucked inside the entrance hall. She stood in front of a small cracked mirror, tidied her hair and replenished her lipstick. She was just coming out of the door when an arm caught her and pulled her outside, causing her to audibly gasp.

‘Hush! I won’t hurt you, I swear.’

She recognised the voice and smelt the pleasant aroma of manly aftershave. An electric tingle fizzed through her as Con Daly’s body pressed close behind hers.

‘Sorcha O’Donovan, I’ve seen you and your friends hanging around the beach from my place and I’ve always thought you were beautiful. Tonight, you are the loveliest sight I’ve ever seen. In all honesty, I want to marry you right here and now …’ He swung her round to face him. It was dark but she could see he was grinning widely at her. ‘Or at least, come for a hot drop at my place next week.’ Sorcha stared up into his eyes, words failing her.

‘Will you?’

‘Will, will … will I what?’

‘Come to my place next week?’

‘I—’

‘Of course you will. You know where I live?’ She nodded. ‘Then I’ll expect you. Now, come here and kiss me.’

He pulled her gently towards him and planted a small kiss on her lips. Then he took her lightly by the shoulders and stared down at her.

‘Sorcha-porcha.’ He winked. ‘I’ll be waiting for you.’

Sorcha watched as he made his way inside. She leant against a wall, breathing heavily. Her legs felt like cotton wool and her head was spinning.

Con Daly was no better than a tinker living in his shack on the beach. Before tonight she would have probably crossed the street to avoid him, and never would have dreamt that she’d accept his physical affection …

Sorcha blessed herself and asked God to forgive her – not only for the kiss, but because she had enjoyed every moment of it.

Would she go to see him next week?

Sorcha pushed herself away from the wall as the band began to play.

Walking inside, she observed Angus dancing with Maureen, Katherine smooching Johnny and Mairead being held very close by a boy she’d never seen before.

Then she looked up to the stage.

He smiled at her.

She knew something had begun tonight that could change her life completely.
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Helen McCarthy saddled up her horse, Davy, checked the girth, then swung herself onto his back. She turned him out of the stable yard, trotted along the winding drive, out of the gate, and pointed Davy in the direction of the beach.

On her own two feet, Helen was ungainly. Yet from a distance, sitting comfortably on the tall stallion, her seat so assured … girl and horse made a perfectly elegant picture.

It was the only time Helen felt in control.

Three minutes later, they’d reached the long stretch of white sand.

‘Giddy-up!’ Helen tapped Davy’s bottom and the horse began to canter. The wind whipped around her face, the crash of the waves deafening her. As was often the case, Helen began to sob loudly, her wails matching those of the seagulls up above her.

She rode until she reached the far end of the beach. She slowed Davy to a trot, and they carefully picked their way through the rocky outcrop onto the sheltered sandy cove Helen had come to regard as her own private haven. She came here when things were bad. Consequently, it was where she spent most of her time.

Dismounting Davy, she tethered him to a rock that stuck out of the sand, then walked slowly towards the waves.

For a few moments, and not for the first time, Helen contemplated continuing to venture right out until the waves brushed her thighs, her stomach, her neck, then eventually closed over her head
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Their future is written in the stars.

The Seven Sisters tells the stories of the D’Aplièse sisters, all adopted as babies by the enigmatic billionaire they affectionately call Pa Salt.

When Pa Salt dies suddenly, the bereaved sisters gather together at their childhood home, a spectacular secluded castle on the shores of Lake Geneva. Each of them is handed a tantalising clue to their heritage, and eldest sister Maia finds herself on a journey across the world to a crumbling mansion in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

Eighty years earlier, Izabela Bonifacio’s father has aspirations for her to marry into the aristocracy. But Izabela longs for adventure, and convinces him to allow her to first travel to Paris. In the heady, vibrant streets of the city, Izabela meets an ambitious young sculptor, and knows at once that her life will never be the same again.

What links these two young women? In the beautiful city of Rio, will Maia find the answers she needs to understand who she truly is?

Read on for an extract of this epic tale of love and loss …





Maia

June 2007
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I will always remember exactly where I was and what I was doing when I heard that my father had died.

I was sitting in the pretty garden of my old schoolfriend’s townhouse in London, a copy of The Penelopiad open but unread in my lap, enjoying the June sun while Jenny collected her little boy from nursery.

I felt calm and appreciated what a good idea it had been to get away. I was studying the burgeoning clematis, encouraged by its sunny midwife to give birth to a riot of colour, when my mobile phone rang. I glanced at the screen and saw it was Marina.

‘Hello, Ma, how are you?’ I said, hoping she could hear the warmth in my voice too.

‘Maia, I …’

Marina paused, and in that instant I knew something was dreadfully wrong. ‘What is it?’

‘Maia, there’s no easy way to tell you this, but your father had a heart attack here at home yesterday afternoon, and in the early hours of this morning, he … passed away.’

I remained silent, as a million different and ridiculous thoughts raced through my mind. The first one being that Marina, for some unknown reason, had decided to play some form of tasteless joke on me.

‘You’re the first of the sisters I’ve told, Maia, as you’re the eldest. And I wanted to ask you whether you would prefer to tell the rest of your sisters yourself, or leave it to me.’

‘I …’

Still no words would form coherently on my lips, as I began to realise that Marina, dear, beloved Marina, the woman who had been the closest thing to a mother I’d ever known, would never tell me this if it wasn’t true. So it had to be. And at that moment, my entire world shifted on its axis.

‘Maia, please, tell me you’re all right. This really is the most dreadful call I’ve ever had to make, but what else could I do? God only knows how the other girls are going to take it.’

It was then that I heard the suffering in her voice and understood she’d needed to tell me as much for her own sake as mine. So I switched into my normal comfort zone, which was to comfort others.

‘Of course I’ll tell my sisters if you’d prefer, Ma, although I’m not positive where they all are. Isn’t Ally away training for a regatta?’

And as we continued to discuss where each of my younger sisters was, as though we needed to get them together for a birthday party rather than to mourn the death of our father, the entire conversation took on a sense of the surreal.

‘When should we plan on having the funeral, do you think? What with Electra being in Los Angeles and Ally somewhere on the high seas, surely we can’t think about it until next week at the earliest?’ I said.

‘Well …’ I heard the hesitation in Marina’s voice. ‘Perhaps the best thing is for you and I to discuss it when you arrive back home. There really is no rush now, Maia, so if you’d prefer to continue the last couple of days of your holiday in London, that would be fine. There’s nothing more to be done for him here …’ Her voice trailed off miserably.

‘Ma, of course I’ll be on the next flight to Geneva I can get! I’ll call the airline immediately, and then I’ll do my best to get in touch with everyone.’

‘I’m so terribly sorry, chérie,’ Marina said sadly. ‘I know how you adored him.’

‘Yes,’ I said, the strange calm that I had felt while we discussed arrangements suddenly deserting me like the stillness before a violent thunderstorm. ‘I’ll call you later, when I know what time I’ll be arriving.’

‘Please take care of yourself, Maia. You’ve had a terrible shock.’

I pressed the button to end the call, and before the storm clouds in my heart opened up and drowned me, I went upstairs to my bedroom to retrieve my flight documents and contact the airline. As I waited in the calling queue, I glanced at the bed where I’d woken up this morning to Simply Another Day. And I thanked God that human beings don’t have the power to see into the future.

The officious woman who eventually answered wasn’t helpful and I knew, as she spoke of full flights, financial penalties and credit card details, that my emotional dam was ready to burst. Finally, once I’d grudgingly been granted a seat on the four o’clock flight to Geneva, which would mean throwing everything into my holdall immediately and taking a taxi to Heathrow, I sat down on the bed and stared for so long at the sprigged wallpaper that the pattern began to dance in front of my eyes.

‘He’s gone,’ I whispered, ‘gone for ever. I’ll never see him again.’

Expecting the spoken words to provoke a raging torrent of tears, I was surprised that nothing actually happened. Instead, I sat there numbly, my head still full of practicalities. The thought of telling my sisters – all five of them – was horrendous, and I searched through my emotional filing system for the one I would call first. Inevitably, it was Tiggy, the second youngest of the six of us girls and the sibling to whom I’d always felt closest.

With trembling fingers, I scrolled down to find her number and dialled it. When her voicemail answered, I didn’t know what to say, other than a few garbled words asking her to call me back urgently. She was currently somewhere in the Scottish Highlands working at a centre for orphaned and sick wild deer.

As for the other sisters … I knew their reactions would vary, outwardly at least, from indifference to a dramatic outpouring of emotion.

Given that I wasn’t currently sure quite which way I would go on the scale of grief when I did speak to any of them, I decided to take the coward’s way out and texted them all, asking them to call me as soon as they could. Then I hurriedly packed my holdall and walked down the narrow stairs to the kitchen to write a note for Jenny explaining why I’d had to leave in such a hurry.

Deciding to take my chances hailing a black cab on the London streets, I left the house, walking briskly around the leafy Chelsea crescent just as any normal person would do on any normal day. I believe I actually said hello to someone walking a dog when I passed him in the street and managed a smile.

No one would know what had just happened to me, I thought, as I managed to find a taxi on the busy King’s Road and climbed inside, directing the driver to Heathrow.

No one would know.
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Five hours later, just as the sun was making its leisurely descent over Lake Geneva, I arrived at our private pontoon on the shore, from where I would make the last leg of my journey home.

Christian was already waiting for me in our sleek Riva motor launch. And from the look on his face, I could see he’d heard the news.

‘How are you, Mademoiselle Maia?’ he asked, sympathy in his blue eyes as he helped me aboard.

‘I’m … glad I’m here,’ I answered neutrally as I walked to the back of the boat and sat down on the cushioned cream leather bench that curved around the stern. Usually, I would sit with Christian in the passenger seat at the front as we sped across the calm waters on the twenty-minute journey home. But today, I felt a need for privacy. As Christian started the powerful engine, the sun glinted off the windows of the fabulous houses that lined Lake Geneva’s shores. I’d often felt when I made this journey that it was the entrance to an ethereal world disconnected from reality.

The world of Pa Salt.

I noticed the first vague evidence of tears pricking at my eyes as I thought of my father’s pet name, which I’d coined when I was young. He’d always loved sailing and often when he returned to me at our lakeside home, he had smelt of fresh air and of the sea. Somehow, the name had stuck, and as my younger siblings had joined me, they’d called him that too.

As the launch picked up speed, the warm wind streaming through my hair, I thought of the hundreds of previous journeys I’d made to Atlantis, Pa Salt’s fairy-tale castle. Inaccessible by land, due to its position on a private promontory with a crescent of mountainous terrain rising up steeply behind it, the only method of reaching it was by boat. The nearest neighbours were miles away along the lake, so Atlantis was our own private kingdom, set apart from the rest of the world. Everything it contained was magical … as if Pa Salt and we – his daughters – had lived there under an enchantment.

Each one of us had been chosen by Pa Salt as a baby, adopted from the four corners of the globe and brought home to live under his protection. And each one of us, as Pa always liked to say, was special, different … we were his girls. He’d named us all after The Seven Sisters, his favourite star cluster. Maia being the first and eldest.

When I was young, he’d take me up to his glass-domed observatory perched on top of the house, lift me up with his big, strong hands and have me look through his telescope at the night sky.

‘There it is,’ he’d say as he aligned the lens. ‘Look, Maia, that’s the beautiful shining star you’re named after.’

And I would see. As he explained the legends that were the source of my own and my sisters’ names, I’d hardly listen, but simply enjoy his arms tight around me, fully aware of this rare, special moment when I had him all to myself.

I’d realised eventually that Marina, who I’d presumed as I grew up was my mother – I’d even shortened her name to ‘Ma’ – was a glorified nursemaid, employed by Pa to take care of me because he was away such a lot. But of course, Marina was so much more than that to all of us girls. She was the one who had wiped our tears, berated us for sloppy table manners and steered us calmly through the difficult transition from childhood to womanhood.

She had always been there, and I could not have loved Ma any more if she had given birth to me.

During the first three years of my childhood, Marina and I had lived alone together in our magical castle on the shores of Lake Geneva as Pa Salt travelled the seven seas to conduct his business. And then, one by one, my sisters began to arrive.

Usually, Pa would bring me a present when he returned home. I’d hear the motor launch arriving, run across the sweeping lawns and through the trees to the jetty to greet him. Like any child, I’d want to see what he had hidden inside his magical pockets to delight me. On one particular occasion, however, after he’d presented me with an exquisitely carved wooden reindeer, which he assured me came from St Nicholas’s workshop at the North Pole itself, a uniformed woman had stepped out from behind him, and in her arms was a bundle wrapped in a shawl. And the bundle was moving.

‘This time, Maia, I’ve brought you back the most special gift. You have a new sister.’ He’d smiled at me as he lifted me into his arms. ‘Now you’ll no longer be lonely when I have to go away.’

After that, life had changed. The maternity nurse that Pa had brought with him disappeared after a few weeks and Marina took over the care of my baby sister. I couldn’t understand how the red, squalling thing which often smelt and diverted attention from me could possibly be a gift. Until one morning, when Alcyone – named after the second star of The Seven Sisters – smiled at me from her high chair over breakfast.

‘She knows who I am,’ I said in wonder to Marina, who was feeding her.

‘Of course she does, Maia, dear. You’re her big sister, the one she’ll look up to. It’ll be up to you to teach her lots of things that you know and she doesn’t.’

And as she grew, she became my shadow, following me everywhere, which pleased and irritated me in equal measure.

‘Maia, wait me!’ she’d demand loudly as she tottered along behind me.

Even though Ally – as I’d nicknamed her – had originally been an unwanted addition to my dreamlike existence at Atlantis, I could not have asked for a sweeter, more loveable companion. She rarely, if ever, cried and there were none of the temper-tantrums associated with toddlers of her age. With her tumbling red-gold curls and her big blue eyes, Ally had a natural charm that drew people to her, including our father. On the occasions Pa Salt was home from one of his long trips abroad, I’d watch how his eyes lit up when he saw her, in a way I was sure they didn’t for me. And whereas I was shy and reticent with strangers, Ally had an openness and a readiness to trust that endeared her to everyone.

She was also one of those children who seemed to excel at everything – particularly music, and any sport to do with water. I remember Pa teaching her to swim in our vast pool and, whereas I had struggled to stay afloat and hated being underwater, my little sister took to it like a mermaid. And while I couldn’t find my sea legs even on the Titan, Pa’s huge and beautiful ocean-going yacht, when we were at home Ally would beg him to take her out in the small Laser he kept moored on our private lakeside jetty. I’d crouch in the cramped stern of the boat while Pa and Ally took control as we sped across the glassy waters. Their joint passion for sailing bonded them in a way I felt I could never replicate.

Although Ally had studied music at the Conservatoire de Musique de Genève and was a highly talented flautist who could have pursued a career with a professional orchestra, since leaving music school she had chosen the life of a full-time sailor. She now competed regularly in regattas, and had represented Switzerland on a number of occasions.

When Ally was almost three, Pa arrived home with our next sibling, whom he named Asterope, after the third of The Seven Sisters.

‘But we will call her Star,’ Pa had said, smiling at Marina, Ally and me as we studied the newest addition to the family lying in the bassinet.

By now I was attending lessons every morning with a private tutor, so my newest sister’s arrival affected me less than Ally’s had. Then, only six months later, another baby joined us, a twelve-week-old girl named Celaeno, whose name Ally immediately shortened to CeCe.

There was only three months’ age difference between Star and CeCe, and from as far back as I can remember, the two of them forged a close bond. They were akin to twins, talking in their own private baby language, some of which the two of them still used to communicate to this day. They inhabited their own private world, to the exclusion of us other sisters. And even now in their twenties, nothing had changed. CeCe, the younger of the two, was always the boss, her stocky body and nut-brown skin in direct contrast to the pale, whippet-thin Star.

The following year, another baby arrived – Taygete, whom I nicknamed ‘Tiggy’ because her short dark hair sprouted out at strange angles on her tiny head and reminded me of the hedgehog in Beatrix Potter’s famous story.

I was by now seven years old, and I’d bonded with Tiggy from the first moment I set eyes on her. She was the most delicate of us all, suffering one childhood illness after another, but even as an infant, she was stoic and undemanding. When yet another baby girl, named Electra, was brought home by Pa a few months later, an exhausted Marina would often ask me if I would mind sitting with Tiggy, who continually had a fever or croup. Eventually diagnosed as asthmatic, she rarely left the nursery to be wheeled outside in the pram, in case the cold air and heavy fog of a Geneva winter affected her chest.

Electra was the youngest of my siblings and her name suited her perfectly. By now, I was used to little babies and their demands, but my youngest sister was without doubt the most challenging of them all. Everything about her was electric; her innate ability to switch in an instant from dark to light and vice versa meant that our previously calm home rang daily with high-pitched screams. Her temper-tantrums resonated through my childhood consciousness and as she grew older, her fiery personality did not mellow.

Privately, Ally, Tiggy and I had our own nickname for her; she was known among the three of us as ‘Tricky’. We all walked on eggshells around her, wishing to do nothing to set off a lightning change of mood. I can honestly say there were moments when I loathed her for the disruption she brought to Atlantis.

And yet, when Electra knew one of us was in trouble, she was the first to offer help and support. Just as she was capable of huge selfishness, her generosity on other occasions was equally pronounced.

After Electra, the entire household was expecting the arrival of the Seventh Sister. After all, we’d been named after Pa Salt’s favourite star cluster and we wouldn’t be complete without her. We even knew her name – Merope – and wondered who she would be. But a year went past, and then another, and another, and no more babies arrived home with our father.

I remember vividly standing with him once in his observatory. I was fourteen years old and just on the brink of womanhood. We were waiting for an eclipse, which he’d told me was a seminal moment for humankind and usually brought change with it.

‘Pa,’ I said, ‘will you ever bring home our seventh sister?’

At this, his strong, protective bulk had seemed to freeze for a few seconds. He’d looked suddenly as though he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. Although he didn’t turn around, for he was still concentrating on training the telescope on the coming eclipse, I knew instinctively that what I’d said had distressed him.

‘No, Maia, I won’t. Because I have never found her.’
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As the familiar thick hedge of spruce trees, which shielded our waterside home from prying eyes, came into view, I saw Marina standing on the jetty and the dreadful truth of losing Pa finally began to sink in.

And I realised that the man who had created the kingdom in which we had all been his princesses was no longer present to hold the enchantment in place.
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