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	What if your life was built on lies?

	Julia Simmonds had never been bothered about not knowing who her father was. Having temperamental supermodel, Philadelphia Simmonds, as a mother was more than enough. Until she discovers she’s the secret love-child of the late, great artist Bruce Baldwin, and her life changes forever.

	Uncovering the secrets of a man she never knew, Julia discovers that Bruce had written her one letter, every year until her eighteenth birthday, urging his daughter to learn from his mistakes.

	Julia begins to dig deeper into the mysterious past of her parents, opening up a history she’d never have imagined, but as she discovers the truth she needs to decide if she is willing to forgive and forget…
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RACHEL BURTON

	Rachel Burton has been making up stories since she first learned to talk, prodigiously early. In 2013 she finally started making one up that was worth writing down.

	She has a BA in Classics and an MA in English and has never really known what to do when she grew up. She has worked as a waitress, a legal secretary, a yoga teacher and a paralegal. She never quite made it to law school.

	She grew up in Cambridge and London but now lives in Leeds with her boyfriend and three cats. The main loves of her life are The Beatles and very tall romantic heroes.
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       AUTHOR’S NOTE

	The house in Campden Hill Road, W8 is based on a real house which, during the 1980s and 1990s was owned by friends of my parents. During my teenage years that was the house from which I first learned Philadelphia Simmonds’ art of retail therapy, where I first heard Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon, where I first read Bleak House. In a way Julia was born in that house. I’m glad she finally came out to play.
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To Mum, Liz, Nana – shine on crazy diamonds


6th June 2001

	My dearest daughter,

	And so, you are eighteen.

	I wish I could see you and tell you how proud I am of you. I wish I could tell you how excited I was when I heard that you’d been offered a place at Cambridge. I wish I could be with you when you open your A Level results. I wish I could see the look on your face when you get the grades I know you deserve.

	I saw you the other day, my beautiful girl, walking down Kensington High Street laughing with a friend. Tall and tanned, dark hair tumbling down your back. You looked so carefree, so happy, as though nothing could touch you. You looked exactly like your mother used to, when I first met her.

	Sometimes, though, when the light catches you in a certain way, you have a look of me about you, as though a wisp of the young man I used to be lives on within you, looking out for you.

	I want to remind you, now you are all grown up, that your mother has always loved you too. Life hasn’t been kind to her; or rather the life she chose hasn’t been as kind to her as she’d hoped. She had to give up a lot when she had you, and everything she did, she did because she was trying to do the right thing by you. I hope one day, when you hear the truth, you will be able to forgive her. Forgive us both.

	This will be the last letter I write to you. I hope she will let you read this one. I hope she will let you ask questions and hear the story you need to hear. The story of you. And if she doesn’t I hope that one day you will get curious, wonder where you came from and come and find me.

	Until that time, I wish you nothing but happiness in everything you do. Study hard but play hard too. Life is short and you never know what tomorrow might bring.

	Despite everything I have always loved you and always will.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	Your Father


	



	To: j_simmonds83@gmail.com

	From: ecj@jonescartwright.co.uk

	Sent: Thur, 06 Jun 2013 at 18.32

	Subject: Re: Inheritance – Private & Confidential

	Dear Ms Simmonds

	Thank you for your email of yesterday’s date.

	It is important that we meet as soon as possible to discuss the matter of your recent inheritance further and I suggest a meeting at 2.30 p.m. on Monday 10th June 2013 at my offices as detailed below.

	Please ask for me at reception.

	I look forward to meeting you.

	Regards

	Edwin Jones

	Partner

	Jones & Cartwright Solicitors, 55 Park Lane, London


Chapter 1

	‘I’m Julia Simmonds,’ I say, as I walk up to the reception desk at Jones & Cartwright Solicitors. ‘I’ve got an appointment with Edwin Jones.’

	‘Take a seat,’ the woman behind the desk replies. She has steel-grey hair and a stern expression and peers at me over half-moon glasses. ‘Mr Jones will be down shortly.’

	I perch on the edge of a big brown leather sofa. It’s so old and worn out it looks as though it will swallow me up if I sit on it properly. I’m sweating already and I can feel my hair curling around my temples. The weather forecast said that today will be the hottest June day since records began. There is no air-conditioning in Jones & Cartwright. I fiddle with the strap of my bag and stare at the floor.

	Two black Prada shoes appear in front of my eyes. You don’t grow up in the same house as Philadelphia Simmonds without being able to recognise Prada when you see it. They are attached to two long pinstriped legs. Very long pinstriped legs. Someone who I can only presume to be Edwin Jones is smiling at me, his shirtsleeves rolled up past the elbows, his tie loosely knotted. He’s a lot younger than I imagined. And a lot more handsome.

	‘Miss Simmonds,’ he says. I nod, unable to find my voice. He looks hot. In more ways than one.

	‘Would you like to follow me?’

	I stand up and realise how tall he is – a good five or six inches taller than me. I could have worn heels, I think, pointlessly. At 5’10” I rarely get the chance to wear heels without feeling slightly ridiculous. I follow him up a wide spiral staircase and along a wood-panelled corridor. He holds open the door to his office. His name is emblazoned on it in gold plate.

	‘Take a seat, Miss Simmonds,’ he says as we walk in.

	‘Julia, please,’ I say, finally finding my voice.

	‘Julia,’ he repeats. He turns on a pedestal fan and opens his window a little wider. ‘Thank you for coming down from Cambridge to meet with me. I’m sorry if it’s inconvenienced you at all but this is a little…um…sensitive and I felt it should be done face to face.’

	It’s unbelievably hot in here and I can feel the stray hairs at the nape of my neck getting damp. The walls are wood panelled like the corridor, making the room dark, and I can’t decide if that helps or hinders with the heat.

	‘That’s OK.’ I smile, trying very hard not to show that it has inconvenienced me. ‘It’s less than an hour on the train.’

	We both sit down on leather armchairs either side of a low coffee table, rather than at his overwhelming leather-topped desk. This whole room reminds me of a scene from a Dickens novel. It’s tremendously old-fashioned and nothing like the sleek chrome and glass air-conditioned office I work in.

	He pours me a glass of iced water out of a jug on the table and asks if I want any tea or coffee. I shake my head. I just want to get on with things now.

	He picks up a folder of papers and looks at me. He really is quite beautiful. It’s so hot in here that I feel a bit odd, a little light-headed. I can’t quite catch my breath. I take a big gulp of water and I remind myself I’m here to inherit some horrible artefact and then I’ll never see these offices or Edwin Jones again.

	‘You look exactly like your mother,’ he says, still looking at me. ‘I hope you don’t mind me saying that.’

	I shrug. ‘No, everybody comments on it.’

	‘I’ve known her a long time,’ he goes on, ‘since I was a child actually. My father was her lawyer originally but he retired a few years ago. Her numerous papers have been handed to me.’ He pauses again. I wonder why Mum didn’t say anything if he’s known her for years as he claims. This is all very odd.

	Just as I think I’m going to have to fill the silence with something inane he begins to speak.

	‘The truth is, Miss Simmonds…um…Julia, I don’t really know where to start with this. I asked Philadelphia to tell you herself but she insisted I do it.’

	‘Typical,’ I say.

	‘Does the name Bruce Baldwin mean anything to you?’

	I stare at him, slightly taken aback. ‘Up until last week I’d never heard of him,’ I say, ‘but over the last few days I’ve heard his name several times. He died in earlier in the year I’m told.’

	He pauses again. I watch him take a breath. He looks as though he is about to apologise for something but stops himself.

	‘Bruce Baldwin was your father.’

	*

	When I first received an email from Edwin Jones telling me I was the benefactor of an inheritance, I imagined the worst. My mother’s friends have been dropping like flies recently, the hedonistic 70s finally catching up with them, and they do like to remember ‘little Julia’ in their wills. The worst inheritance so far has been an elephant’s foot umbrella stand that turned out to have been made from an actual elephant’s foot. My housemate, Pen, made me sell it on eBay. It wasn’t worth as much as we’d hoped.

	I had phoned my mother about it, of course. She always seems mildly surprised when I call.

	‘How are you?’ I asked.

	‘Oh, fine, dear,’ she replied. She always says this, whether she’s fine or not.

	‘Look, Mum, I was thinking of coming down to London to see you next week. Monday afternoon maybe?’ I was testing the waters. I was never sure if she liked having me around or not.

	‘The big smoke calling you back already?’ she asked. She knows I can never stay away for very long.

	‘Well a solicitor called actually,’ I replied. ‘Does the name Edwin Jones mean anything to you? Or a firm called Jones & Cartwright?’

	My mother was suddenly uncharacteristically quiet.

	‘Mum?’

	‘Um…it may ring a bell,’ she finally admitted.

	‘Well this Edwin Jones says I’ve inherited something and I just wanted to check…’

	‘Edwin is Cedric’s son,’ Mum interrupted in a vague, spaced-out kind of way. ‘And Bruce died of course.’

	‘Bruce who?’

	‘Bruce Baldwin.’ After a long pause, in which I waited for her to elaborate she said, ‘I must go now, darling. I suppose I’ll see you on Monday. You have a key?’

	‘Yes, Mum, but listen…’

	‘Well, let yourself in.’

	‘Mum?’ But she’d already gone.

	So Edwin Jones telling me he’s known her since he was a child just didn’t add up.

	I had asked Pen if the name Bruce Baldwin meant anything to her.

	‘As in Bruce Baldwin the world-renowned artist?’ she replied.

	‘I guess. I’ve never heard of him.’

	‘Really, Julia, you can be such a philistine sometimes. He died a few months ago; his obituary was in the Times.’

	‘Did you read it?’

	‘I did actually. It’s quite a poor-boy-made-good story. He was born into a Yorkshire mining family, managed to get into grammar school where the art teacher discovered his talent and off he went to St Martin’s, although I suspect it was all a lot more difficult and arduous than I’ve just made it sound! Apparently, he spent years in and out of rehab before he was finally recognised in the art world. I should think the obituary is still online if you want it. Why anyway?’

	‘Mum,’ I replied. ‘When I asked her about Edwin Jones and the inheritance she started going on about Edwin’s father and Bruce Baldwin. I can’t really see how it’s all connected.’

	‘Well you know your mother, Julia, nothing if not vague. You’ll find out on Monday anyway.’

	*

	So here we are on Monday and Edwin Jones is looking at me across the table. Neither of us has spoken for several minutes.

	He breaks the silence first. ‘Julia, are you OK? Can I get you anything?’

	I shake my head. Edwin looks vaguely uncomfortable. He is still holding the folder of papers. I wonder what they say.

	‘I never knew who my father was,’ I begin, although I suspect he knows this already. ‘My mother always claimed she had forgotten, which was rubbish of course but if you know my mother you know that sometimes it’s impossible to get anything out of her.’

	Edwin smiles. That smile tells me he knows my mother well.

	‘I think you probably need to tell me everything you know,’ I say.

	He sighs, putting the folder down on the coffee table and leaning back in his chair, staring at the ceiling for a moment. Whatever he has to tell me, he really doesn’t want it to be his job. Finally, he looks at me, placing his hands on his knees. I realise I can’t look at him so I focus on his hands as he begins to tell me what can only be described as the story of me.

	‘My father, Cedric Jones, dealt with your mother’s legal affairs when she arrived from New York in 1973,’ he tells me. ‘This firm worked closely with your mother’s agency so she wasn’t the only model on the books. It’s hard to believe that this stuffy old place was quite hip and bohemian in its time.’ He looks around at the endless wood panels, as though he would rather be anywhere else than here. He’s not the only one.

	‘Here’s what I know,’ he says, as I keep looking at his hands. They are lovely hands, well looked after, big, slightly tanned. ‘Philadelphia Simmonds and Bruce Baldwin had an on-off relationship throughout the 70s and early 80s. You were born towards the end of that relationship and for whatever reason, shortly afterwards they went their separate ways. I know that your mother never told you about Mr Baldwin but I can tell you that they were certainly in contact throughout your life, although I don’t believe your father saw you very often.’

	He pauses. His hands are going in and out of focus and I feel very hot again. I look up and use every ounce of energy to concentrate. I have a thousand questions but don’t have the energy to ask any of them.

	‘As you may know, after you were born your mother lost some of her lucrative contracts…’

	‘All of them apparently,’ I interrupt. ‘And don’t I know it.’

	‘Yes, well…’ Edwin looks down at his own hands. Thank goodness they’re there or what would we have to focus on during these awkward moments. ‘In a nutshell, she ran out of money sometime in the early 90s. She remortgaged her house several times but by 1993 she was in serious financial difficulty. It was around that time that Mr Baldwin, your father, bought the house off her.’

	I’m paying attention now. My mother hadn’t owned the house since I was ten? My father owned it? And she never thought to tell me? Because, of course, she’d ‘forgotten’ who my father was.

	‘From that point on my father became Mr Baldwin’s lawyer too. Mr Baldwin set up his will not long after buying the house. In it he has left everything to you.’

	‘Everything?’ I ask, not sure what everything entails.

	‘A trust has been put to one side for your mother but otherwise, yes, everything. The house in Campden Hill Road, Bruce’s flat in Notting Hill, his studio in East London and, of course, his entire estate. Basically,’ he concludes, bringing the palms of his hands together, ‘you’re a very rich woman.’

	I stand up and Edwin looks up at me. His eyes are very blue.

	‘I think I need to go now,’ I say. I feel as though the wood panelling is going to close in on me if I don’t get out soon.

	He stands up quickly, opening the door and ushering me through.

	‘I completely understand this must come as a huge shock to you,’ he says as he leads me back down to reception. ‘There is still a lot we need to go through but perhaps you should go home and talk to your mother. We can meet tomorrow or later in the week if you prefer?’

	‘Um…later in the week maybe,’ I reply.

	‘Muriel will fix an appointment,’ he says, turning to the grey-haired woman at the reception desk. ‘How am I fixed for Friday?’ he asks her.

	She books an appointment and Edwin Jones turns back to me, shakes my hand.

	‘Until Friday,’ he says.


Chapter 2

	‘Mum, it’s me,’ I call as I let myself into my mother’s house on Campden Hill Road. Actually no. It’s my house now. I shake my head, unable to take it in.

	No reply.

	‘Mum,’ I shout up the stairs. Still nothing. I check the rooms of the ground floor and head down into the basement kitchen.

	The note sits in the middle of the kitchen island. The island that is used for nothing other than making and drinking coffee or gin and tonic, depending on the time of day. I have never seen my mother cook.

	Darling girl, had to pop to Manhattan for a few days. Enjoy yourself and see you another time, Love Mom xxx

	Forty years in England and she still insists on spelling like an American. And who the hell ‘pops’ to Manhattan. It doesn’t take a genius to work out that she’s avoiding me now Edwin has told me everything he knows.

	My relationship with my mother has been fractious for years, mainly due to her refusal to tell me who my father is. But despite this, every few months the umbilical pull back to West London is too strong to resist. I have long since lost count of the number of times I’ve made the journey from Cambridge to Kensington; train to Kings Cross, the fast one if I can get my times right and then the Circle line going west and south, looping through Baker Street and Bayswater, stations I’ve travelled through for half of my life but never got out at, until my stop, High Street Kensington.

	There are probably quicker ways, but I love the Circle line. It was the first tube I ever remember travelling on and the first I ever travelled on alone. It’s as much my home as the streets of Kensington above and there’s something about its circuitous nature that appeals to me. There is no end of the line here, just a sensation of going around and around until you find what you are looking for. I’m probably the only person in London who has warm feelings about the Circle line. Most people find it as useful as a chocolate teapot.

	I’ve never had a proper conversation with my mother about her life before I was born. When I was a little, her past had been something that seemed glamorous and mysterious, that I was too young to understand. All her old headshots and magazine covers were kept in pink filing boxes at the bottom of the wardrobe in the smallest bedroom at the top of the house that my mother ostentatiously refers to as her office. As a child, I used to go through these boxes in secret, looking in awe at pictures of my mother advertising make-up, modelling on the catwalk, arriving at parties. I never heard any stories about those times, even when I pushed and pushed to be told. My mother just smiled sadly and changed the subject.

	These days, of course, it only takes a simple internet search to realise how famous Philadelphia Simmonds was and how quickly she had fallen from grace. In the early 80s nobody was interested in a model with a child. If there wasn’t a husband, then there wasn’t a six-page magazine spread either.

	My mother went from being one of the most famous faces on the planet to has-been in one fell swoop and all by the time she was my age.

	No amount of internet searching or scouring old newspapers and library records has ever given anything away about who my father was. God knows I’ve searched enough over the years.

	My earliest memory is from 1986, my third birthday. It’s summer, twilight, but still warm. I’m wearing a sundress with red dots and I’m barefoot. We are in the garden and there are dozens of people everywhere, inside and out. Philadelphia Simmonds’s parties were legendary, perhaps less so in the 80s than they had been in the 70s but infamous nonetheless.

	The air is thick with smoke and laughter and music, so much wonderful music. There is a song playing that I really love and I ask for it to be played again and again while a man with long dark hair and a beard that tickles my cheek spins me round and round. Whenever I think about it I can still smell the faint aroma of spice and turps that surrounded him. He tells me the song is called Penny Lane and I tell him I like the bit about the fire engine best.

	And then the memory disappears. I can’t work out what happened to the man with the beard or who he was. Whenever I’ve asked my mother about it she claims she doesn’t know what I’m talking about.

	Part of me has always liked to daydream that the Penny Lane guy was my dad and that he had to go away on some secret mission, or something equally romantic. Suddenly today I’m wondering if he was, in fact, my father. If that guy with the long hair and beard was Bruce Baldwin circa 1986. I know absolutely nothing about Bruce Baldwin – I didn’t even recognise the name when my mother first mentioned him, but as Pen said, I’m an absolute philistine when it comes to art. I know that picture of the melting clocks was by Salvador Dalí, but that really is the limit of my knowledge.

	If the guy from my third birthday is Bruce Baldwin I’m sure Google Images could let me know quickly. But right now I don’t want to find out, because if that isn’t him then the only thing I’ve held on to from childhood will be a lie.

	The practical side of motherhood did not always come easily to Philadelphia Simmonds. While she was always there for kisses, cuddles and games, it was often her long-suffering personal assistant Johnny who was there for the big moments in my life. It was Johnny who bought my first school uniform, who took me to school on my first day, who was there when I opened my GCSE and A Level results. It was Johnny who met me off the train at Kings Cross when I came back from my interview at Cambridge University. He stood on the platform in his little pebble glasses and his perfectly pressed handmade suit bearing a huge bunch of flowers and a big grin. He was the nearest thing I had to a father, even if he did get paid to do it.

	So, as I sit down at the kitchen island, my mother’s note in front of me, and pull my phone out of my handbag, it’s Johnny I ring first.

	He picks up on the second ring.

	‘Hello, sweet girl, I was expecting your call. How are you?’

	‘Did you know?’ I ask, even though he must have done.

	Johnny pauses for long enough for me to realise he knows exactly what’s going on and is now trying to work out where his loyalties lie. ‘You’ve been to see Edwin then,’ he says. It doesn’t sound like a question.

	‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I demand.

	‘I think you already know the answer to that.’

	I don’t know what to say and I really don’t want to take my anger out on Johnny, who was just doing his job.

	‘Julia,’ he says, interrupting my thoughts.

	‘How long have you known?’ I ask.

	‘I’ve always known. I couldn’t tell you; I promised your mother I wouldn’t tell you.’

	‘And she left it to her lawyer to tell me?’

	‘Well, to be honest, I wasn’t happy about that. I begged her not to go to New York. I begged her to tell you herself.’

	I know as well as anyone that if my mother has her mind set on something wild horses aren’t going to change it.

	‘Do you want me to come over?’ he asks.

	I sigh. ‘No. I think I need a bit of time alone to get my head around all this. And apparently there’s a lot of legal stuff to go through.’

	‘You take all the time you need,’ he replies. ‘You know where I am if you need me.’ He always has been way too understanding with both me and Mum.

	‘And, Johnny,’ I say before he hangs up, ‘tell Mum to come home.’

	I sit in the kitchen with my phone in my hand – wondering what to do with myself to avoid thinking about what I found out this morning – when it suddenly starts ringing. Alec’s name flashes up on the screen.

	‘Hey, you,’ I answer.

	‘Julia, where are you?’ Alec, my boyfriend of the last decade is an academic at Cambridge University and muddles through life in a sort of hurried bemusement. He clearly wasn’t listening last night when I told him where I’d be today.

	‘In London – I told you. I had to see that solicitor.’

	‘But your phone has been off all morning. I need to talk to you. When are you coming home?’

	I hadn’t really thought that far ahead. I’d been expecting Mum to be here and had taken a few days off work to see her. I’m sure I told Alec this yesterday, but after ten years together he still doesn’t listen.

	‘I don’t…’ I begin, but Alec butts in as usual.

	‘Look I’m free tomorrow evening. Have dinner with me, will you?’

	I pause, thinking. Now my mother is across the Atlantic, I don’t have to be anywhere in particular until my next meeting at Jones & Cartwright at the end of the week. I may as well go back to Cambridge. Back home.

	‘Julia,’ he says impatiently.

	‘Yes, sorry! Tomorrow’s fine. Shall I meet you at the college?’

	‘Yes, about eight. See you then.’ And he rings off.

	It isn’t until he’s gone that I realise he didn’t even ask me what the solicitor wanted.


6th June 1986

	My dearest daughter,

	Today I held you in my arms for the first time since the day you were born three years ago. You didn’t know who I was and something tells me it will be a long time before you do, but it was a joy to be with you on your special day.

	I don’t know much about children – I haven’t ever had the chance to learn – and I don’t know how much you will remember about today, but I will carry it with me for the rest of my life.

	Today marks sixty days of sobriety for me, which is the longest stretch in a long, long time. I think that’s why your mother let me see you. I’m staying clean this time, my darling girl, just for you and the hope that if I do, I will get to see you more and more.

	There were so many people at the party that I’m sure you won’t remember me. All your mother’s friends were there. I can’t keep up any more with who lives at the house and who doesn’t. I only had eyes for you anyway.

	Do you remember dancing with me? Perhaps you do, perhaps you don’t. You said my beard tickled. We danced to Penny Lane by the Beatles; you asked for it to be played three times. You loved the bit about the fire engine.

	You fell asleep before the sun set, exhausted from the excitement, the presents, the music and too much sugar. Somebody, probably Johnny, carried you to bed and the party went on late into the night. It may have gone on until dawn for all I know. Once you were no longer there I wasn’t interested in the temptations of a Campden Hill Road party, not like I used to be.

	I tried to talk to Delph. I tried to ask her to let me see you. I asked if I could take you out sometime, just to the park or something. I said I would never tell you who I was but she was adamant. There was nothing I could do.

	But I will always love you.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	I hope we will see each other again soon.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 3

	‘You couldn’t make it up!’ Graeme exclaims in astonishment, as he reaches over for another cupcake. I’m sitting opposite him and Pen, my two best friends, trying to tell them about Edwin Jones’s news.

	‘And it’s a damn sight better than that elephant’s foot,’ Pen interjects.

	Pen and I have been friends for years. We live together in Cambridge and Graeme often comes along for the ride. We all used to work in this café together. I was still a student at the time and am several years younger than both of them. I met Pen the summer before my final year at university. I hadn’t wanted to go back to London that summer; I couldn’t face three months living with my mother, and Pen was looking to rent out the spare bedroom of the house she’d recently inherited from her grandmother.

	The café was always looking for new waiting staff, even clumsy hopeless ones like me, so the job came with the room. After I graduated I moved into Pen’s house and the waitressing job full-time. I don’t think she realises how grateful I am to her. She helped me find some independence when I needed it most.

	Pen and Graeme run the place these days, whereas I have moved on to the headier heights of paralegal work at one of the big law firms in the centre of Cambridge. I’ve worked my way up from office junior over the last eight years. After university I’d been intending to go to law school and working at the office was supposed to give me some experience. I hadn’t intended to stay there for eight years.

	When I worked here the café was one of those ‘Olde Worlde’ tearooms that historic cities love so much. You know the type: scones and cream and white lacy aprons. It had been there for as long as anyone could remember. Just after I left the owner died and the café was bought out by an American, who turned it into a 1950s’ diner, complete with neon signage, old-fashioned jukeboxes, and huge milkshakes.

	Cambridge is divided into people who love it and people who think it’s the worst thing to have happened to the city in 800 years. There was so much correspondence about it in the local paper when it first opened that the editor had to call an end to any more letters on the subject. I’m mostly glad I don’t have to work here any more; I’m far too tall for the vintage uniforms.

	Creamadelica, as it’s now called, has become one of the busiest cafés in town over the last few years and the three of us are squeezed into one of the hot-pink, faux-leather booths during a lull in service.

	‘All my life I’ve wondered who my father was and now it turns out he’s dead and everyone has heard of him but me.’

	‘Had you really never heard of Bruce Baldwin?’ Graeme asks.

	I shake my head. Somehow this famous Turner-prize-winning artist has passed me by. I wonder how this has happened. It seems Bruce Baldwin was famous enough that even people who weren’t that into art have heard of him, like that guy who pickled a cow when I was a kid. Sometimes I feel as though so much has passed me by.

	I realise Graeme is waxing lyrical about my father. Turns out he’s something of an art buff.

	‘He held one final exhibition last autumn. He knew he was dying by then I suppose, so he had this big installation at the Tate Modern. Do you really not remember me talking about it, Julia?’

	I shake my head again. Graeme talks a lot about a lot of different things. It’s mostly impossible to keep up with him. I notice Pen is staring out of the window; she finds it hard to keep up with him too.

	‘I went along because rumour had it that it was his last exhibition. God, it was just wonderful. He left all his work to the Tate, right?’

	I realise he’s asking me a question. ‘Everything that isn’t privately owned, yes,’ I reply, trying to remember what Edwin had told me. ‘It’s all in my name now, which is rather mind-boggling, but it lives at the Tate.’

	Graeme nods and carries on and I realise that he’s quite passionate about Bruce Baldwin’s work. Pen and I exchange a glance. Who knew?

	‘He’d created these huge, larger than life abstract paintings of kids on their own. Not lost or anything, just ignored or lonely. It was incredibly haunting. He called it…’ He stops mid-flow, which is very unlike him.

	‘What?’ I say, realising they are both looking at me and my untouched cupcake.

	His voice is quieter now, less animated. ‘It was called Lost Daughters.’

	I feel like the air has been knocked out of me. I can hear Pen and Graeme talking but it’s as though they are under water. I haven’t had any time to think about any of this. When I’d got back to Cambridge at lunchtime I’d hardly had time to unpack my bag before meeting up with Pen and Graeme at the café.

	I keep feeling waves of grief and anger and confusion, most of them directed at my mother, some of them at Johnny. And every now and then there’s another feeling, like the very beginnings of butterflies, whenever I let my mind drift back to Edwin Jones.

	‘Julia,’ Pen is trying to get my attention. ‘I’ve got to get back to work. Are you going to be OK?’

	‘Yes…’ I force a smile ‘…of course. I should get going myself I guess. I’m meant to be having dinner with Alec tonight.’

	Pen smiles at me vaguely. I have a feeling she’s not really listening.

	As I get up to leave Graeme squeezes my hand. ‘You know where we are if you need us?’

	I nod.

	‘And, Julia?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Can I eat your cupcake?’

	*

	Alec is a lecturer in economics and in the middle of writing a very important book. It’s thought he’ll get professorship next academic year and be the youngest professor the Faculty of Economics has ever had. He’s something of a genius in European macroeconomics, lectures all over the world and is constantly busy.

	While Alec is away at college dinners, giving lectures, flying off to other universities all over the world and Pen and Graeme are busy at the café, I am often left to my own devices. I go to yoga twice a week, even though I’ve still got to convince myself I love it, I joined a book group, even though no-one was ever interested in reading the books I suggested.

	It’s unusual, then, for Alec and me to see each other during the week. If I’m honest, we’ve been seeing less and less of each other over the last few years. While other people my age are getting married, buying houses and having babies, my life seems to have come to a bit of a standstill and my relationship seems to be going backwards.

	I know that’s my fault. I know that Alec wanted to get a house together years ago, but I always had an excuse. He said we didn’t have to get married, but I was scared. Just like I was too scared to go to law school. I’ve been feeling for a while I need to make changes and now I’ve turned thirty it’s time I implemented them.

	And then like a punch in the gut I remember. The change has happened. It happened yesterday morning in a wood-panelled office in Mayfair. I found out who my father was. I found out that I am, to all intents and purposes, a millionaire.

	I take a few breaths, trying to ward off the impending panic. This is what I’ve been waiting for all these years and I have no idea what to do with it.

	Although that hideous office job can go for a start.

	Alec has this habit of appearing suddenly from nowhere and after ten years he still surprises me. Tonight, as I wait for him outside Trinity College, he’s there suddenly, interrupting my thoughts.

	‘Let’s go to the Pickerel,’ he says, nodding towards the pub we’ve been going to since we were students. I’m surprised, as he usually wants to eat somewhere fancier than the pub. He holds my hand as we walk down Bridge Street but doesn’t really say anything. I know this mood. Something’s happened but he doesn’t know how to tell me what it is.

	He buys me a glass of Malbec and himself a pint and we find a table. It’s busy in here and hot. It’s been another scorching day.

	‘I’ve been offered a new position,’ he says, without preamble, without looking at me.

	I knew it.

	‘I’m really pleased for you,’ I say, reaching out for his hand and realising that I really am. He’s waited years for this.

	He looks away from me, ever so slightly.

	‘It’s in America. Harvard. I can’t not take this, Julia. It’s the chance of a lifetime.’

	‘Of course you can’t not take it. Harvard! That’s amazing.’ I wasn’t expecting this. I’m trying very hard to be excited and not to sulk because he never told me he was even thinking about Harvard.

	He takes another swig of his pint and finally meets my eye.

	I suddenly realise what this means.

	He puts his pint down and sighs. He takes both my hands in his.

	‘Julia.’ He says my name quietly, tenderly. ‘There’s no easy way to say this but I think it’s time we went our separate ways.’

	I stare at him. I can feel tears burning the backs of my eyes and I don’t know why. I can’t pretend I wasn’t expecting this eventually.

	‘Julia, we’ve been dancing around each other for a decade now. We don’t even live together. I have no idea where you want this to go but we can’t stand still for ever. You can’t stand still for ever.’

	‘You know why though,’ I say quietly, blinking to stop the tears coming. ‘You know why I don’t want to get married.’

	‘And I always said we didn’t have to,’ he says. ‘But you will never talk about the future. You won’t move in with me and you won’t even consider the idea of a family.’ I can hear resentment in his voice as he forces himself to stop.

	I shake my head. Look away from him. I want to tell him that things aren’t standing still any more. I want to tell him who my father is but the words won’t come.

	‘Julia, you are one of the most incredible people I’ve ever met. And although you might not believe this, I do love you. Part of me probably always will, but I’m setting you free. Go, find out what it is you do want, because I don’t for a moment believe it’s me.’

	I still don’t say anything.

	‘What happened to us?’ he asks quietly.

	I stand up suddenly, pulling my hands away from his.

	‘Julia, what are you doing?’ he asks, staring at me.

	‘I’m going home,’ I say. ‘Why make this harder than it already is?’

	‘Julia, please sit down. Let’s have a meal together, for old time’s sake at least.’

	I can’t. I can’t sit here opposite him pretending to have a nice evening and knowing that everything has changed. I open my mouth to say something. I should tell Alec about Edwin, about Bruce Baldwin, but I still seem incapable of forming a sentence.

	‘I can’t…’ I hear myself saying.

	‘Julia?’

	In my hurry to get out of the pub I knock the table. Alec’s pint glass and my red wine tip over, spilling into his lap. For a moment I think I should stay and help.

	‘I can’t,’ I say quietly to myself again. I turn around and walk out of the pub. Leave him covered in beer and wine. Alec is fairly well known in Cambridge; plenty of people will help him.


Chapter 4

	I’m up early the next morning, long before Pen stirs. I pull on my running gear and creep out without waking her. I lock the door behind me and start a few half-hearted stretches.

	It’s another uncharacteristically warm June morning; I love mornings like this, before anyone else is about, when the sky is still hazy from the night before. I watch the cows munching the grass on Midsummer Common and pretend to myself that this is the reason that I stay here, in the smallest room in Pen’s tiny run-down house, because the Common is so beautiful, and because I can see the River Cam from my bedroom window.

	This morning the sun glints off the roofs of the houseboats. It was on one of those houseboats, the one with the blue roof, on an equally balmy and unseasonably warm June day, that I first met Alec. I’d just moved into Pen’s house for the summer and I dragged her along to a party that I’d heard was happening down by the river.

	It was typical of Pen, being Cambridge born and bred, that despite it being a university party she knew nearly everyone there and it was she who first introduced me to Alec. He was sitting on that blue roof, rolling a spliff, his glasses sliding down his nose, his hair in his eyes. After very informal introductions, Pen drifted off into the twilight. Alec Chisholm was in the final year of his PhD at Trinity and I fell in love with him pretty much at first sight.

	He’d swept me off my feet that night. I thought I was one of the lucky ones, someone who’d met the love of their lives at university and would never have to worry about all that dating nonsense. That didn’t work out quite as planned.

	Alec had been my biggest cheerleader in the beginning. I hadn’t fitted in at Cambridge at all. Everyone loved the fact I was Philadelphia Simmonds’s illegitimate daughter but I didn’t really bond with anyone until I met Alec. But being with him meant that I was accepted into circles I hadn’t been before, making my final year at Cambridge a lot easier than the first two.

	Over the years though, the bond that held us together has ebbed away. We went from being inseparable to a vague weekend companionship and it happened so slowly that neither of us had really acknowledged it until last night. Alec asked what happened to us. I hadn’t answered because last night I didn’t know. But this morning I do. I hadn’t been able to be the person Alec needed me to be. I tried, but there’s only so long we can pretend to be somebody we’re not.

	Different people own that houseboat these days but that blue roof will always remind me of Alec. Maybe seeing it every day once he’s gone away will give me the impetus to leave Cambridge once and for all. Right now I don’t feel much impetus to do anything at all.

	Except run.

	*

	Six sweaty miles later and I’m back at the house. Pen is up, sitting in the living room, lost in a world of her own.

	‘Penny for them,’ I say.

	‘Hmmm?’ She hadn’t realised I was there.

	‘Are you OK?’ I ask, realising she had been unusually quiet yesterday as well.

	‘Yes, yes, I’m fine.’ She shakes herself, jumping up from the window seat. ‘Tea?’

	I nod, slumping down onto the sofa.

	She looks at me and I burst into tears.

	Pen makes tea as I try to tell her about last night while sniffing and wiping my eyes.

	‘Did you tell him about Monday?’ she asks.

	‘What happened on Monday?’

	‘The lawyer. Bruce Baldwin. The inflated bank balance.’ Pen spells it out, rather incredulous that I seem to have forgotten.

	‘Oh. No, I didn’t really get a chance.’

	‘Probably for the best,’ she says sensibly. ‘And he’s right, you know.’

	‘What?’

	‘Look, Julia, I don’t mean to be a bitch or anything…’ (this means she is about to be a bitch) ‘…but Blind Freddie could have seen this one coming.’

	Blind Freddie often makes an appearance when Pen is in a certain frame of mind. Once he steps on to the stage there is no point arguing. He is almost always inevitably right.

	‘How long have you and Alec been together?’

	‘Ten years.’

	‘And have either of you ever talked about the future, living together, getting married, having babies? The things normal couples do?’

	‘Pen, you know why…’

	‘I know why you think you can’t do any of those things and you know that I think that’s rubbish.’

	‘Please, Pen, not this again. Not now.’

	‘He’s not the guy for you, Julia, and you’ve wasted more than enough time on him already. The universe has given you two clear signs that it’s time to start again: Edwin Jones and Harvard University.’ She counts the supposed signs off on her fingers. ‘It’s time to move on.’

	‘Move on where though?’

	‘Well you can start by quitting that job you hate so much,’ she says mirroring my thoughts from the previous evening. ‘And you could maybe consider moving back to London, into one of these houses you’ve inherited perhaps!’ She grins at me. ‘There’s a whole world out there, outside of Cambridge,’ she says.

	‘And what about you?’ I ask.

	‘Don’t worry about me,’ she says. ‘I’ll be fine.’

	‘But…’

	She looks at me and pulls me into a hug.

	‘It’ll be OK. You’re young, pretty and phenomenally rich. What can possibly go wrong?’


Chapter 5

	Friday morning finds me back in London. I stand in front of my mother’s full-length mirror and take a good look at myself. There’s no denying it, I’m looking more and more like her every single day. I tie my hair back in a loose chignon and smooth down my dress, a beautiful one-off, even if I do say so myself, seeing as it came from the sewing machine of me.

	I may not have followed my mother into the world of fashion, but she did instil in me an understanding of good grooming, of being well dressed for every occasion, of wearing what suits you and always looking your best. I learned early on that to really find clothes that suited me and that made me happy I had to create them myself.

	At first it would be charity shop finds or cheap clothes from Hyper Hyper that I would take in or take up or adjust or customise in some way to make them more unique, and then slowly I branched out into following sewing patterns and making my clothes that way.

	Finally, a few years ago, I got the confidence to start creating my own patterns as well and I’d say that running gear aside, most of my wardrobe is handmade. In a strange way my mother approves even though she pretends not to.

	Today I’ve teamed my chosen dress with a favourite pair of heels that I rarely get a chance to wear. Now I know Edwin Jones is at least 6’4” I know I can get away with the shoes. Alec hates the fact they make me taller than him. Alec hated the fact, I should say. He doesn’t have to worry about that any more. The dress is one I made a couple of years ago from some turquoise and yellow shot silk I found at Cambridge market. Five minutes after I leave the house I realise the heels may have been a mistake. It’s even hotter than it was on Monday and it’s not even 9 a.m.

	When I arrive at Jones & Cartwright, I’m told Edwin is running late. I flick through a rather dull legal magazine for over half an hour before two familiar shoes step into my line of vision. I realise I am sitting in the same seat as Monday.

	He smiles at me and that vague feeling of butterflies in my stomach starts up. He has one of those smiles that lights up his whole face. He leads the way up to his office, where it is still as hot as the centre of the sun, and he begins to go through my inheritance: the house, the flat, the studio, the paintings.

	He tells me I need to think about what I want to do with the house. Do I want my mother to keep living there or would I prefer to sell it? I need to think about what sort of arrangements I need to make about the paintings, how I would need to clear and sort out my father’s flat, how much inheritance tax I will need to pay (an eye-popping amount), how much money I can draw down out of the estate before the probate goes through (an even more eye-popping amount).

	After a while his voice begins to turn into white noise, like the voices of the adults in those Peanuts cartoons. I start to look around the room. The wood panelling is impressive when you take the time to look at it, and the view of Hyde Park from the window is lovely. The inhabitant of the office isn’t bad either.

	‘Are you hungry?’ he asks suddenly, pushing all the papers he’s been going through to one side. I realise I’m staring at him.

	‘Starving,’ I reply with a little too much enthusiasm. Edwin seems more relaxed than he did on Monday and I’m hoping he is about to suggest getting out of this awful hot room and finding somewhere to eat.

	‘Let me take you to lunch,’ he says.

	‘Are you sure? I…’

	‘Of course I’m sure! I just need to make a call. Can you wait for me in reception?’

	He appears five minutes later with his jacket over his shoulder and his briefcase under his arm.

	‘Do you like Thai?’ he asks, as we walk out into the sunshine.

	I nod and we walk down Park Lane and turn right onto South Street, passing Harrods Estates.

	‘I love this place,’ I say pointing at the display window. ‘I often stand here and marvel at the sort of people who can afford places like that.’

	‘And now you’re one of them,’ he interrupts as though reading my mind.

	I bite my lip, still unable to believe it.

	We walk on in comfortable silence towards a small Thai restaurant. All the staff know him in the restaurant and fawn over him as he comes in, taking his jacket and finding him the best table they can. I stand there and wait to be seated, thinking about how much my shoes hurt. I slip them off as soon as I sit down.

	He orders himself a beer and looks at me. I desperately want a double vodka but need to keep my wits about me.

	‘Orangina?’ I ask, feeling about five years old.

	‘That’s a beautiful dress,’ Edwin says. I think it’s the first time anyone’s commented on my clothes without an addendum about inheriting my mother’s sense of style.

	‘Thank you, I made it myself.’

	I don’t know why I said that. I hardly ever tell anyone about my clothes – I feel embarrassed talking about it. I’ve always tried to be inconspicuous because of Mum. Goodness knows why I’ve suddenly decided to blurt it out in front of her lawyer.

	‘Wow,’ he says. ‘Impressive. Do you make clothes for a living?’

	‘No. I’m a paralegal.’

	He pulls a face.

	‘How do you know I don’t love my job?’

	‘Because somebody like you isn’t destined to sit behind a desk for the rest of her life. Not when you can make clothes as gorgeous as that.’

	‘What do you mean, someone like me?’ I ask, smiling to show I’m joking.

	‘Someone with skill and artistic flair.’ He pauses. ‘Like father like daughter.’

	I feel the colour rise in my cheeks. I’m not ready to talk about that.

	‘And what about you? What made you become a solicitor?’ I ask, changing the subject.

	‘Parental pressure. Dad wanted another Jones to run the firm after he retired. Curse of being the eldest.’

	‘What would you rather be doing?’

	Before he has a chance to answer the drinks arrive. He refuses a glass and raises his bottle in my direction.

	I order a very boring vegetarian Pad Thai while he orders something far more exotic and unpronounceable. We make small talk; he seems to already know I went to Cambridge and it turns out he read English too, at Oxford.

	‘Not reading law was probably the most rebellious thing I’ve ever done,’ he says. ‘When I first got to Oxford I had no intention of becoming a lawyer…’

	He pauses.

	‘What happened?’ I ask.

	‘Oh things change, don’t they?’

	‘I was happy waiting tables,’ I say. ‘I never had any grand ambitions but my boyfriend encouraged me to aim higher. Not that paralegal is aiming much higher, unless you count the fact I don’t have to work weekends any more!’

	‘And what does this boyfriend do?’

	‘Oh he broke up with me on Tuesday. He’s taking a job in America.’ It slips out before I’ve realised what I’ve said. Edwin is staring at me and I want the ground to swallow me up. Well done, Julia; way to make yourself look like even more of a loser. I’d get up and walk out now but I can’t seem to locate one of my shoes.

	He clears his throat. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, ‘it’s not any of my business.’

	‘It’s fine,’ I reply, but he seems flustered, as though he’s crossed the line between family lawyer and family friend and I’m not at all sure which he is yet.

	As we finish up our food he suggests we go. He asks for the bill and as he pays I disappear to the ladies’. My feet are killing me but I think I manage to walk out of the restaurant without looking like I’m hobbling. He’s waiting for me outside, talking into his phone. When he sees me he raises his eyebrows and ends the call.

	‘Let’s go over to Hyde Park,’ he says. ‘I have something I need to talk to you about and, if you don’t mind, I’d rather do it away from the office.’

	‘Of course I don’t mind,’ I say, secretly intrigued.

	We find a bench in a relatively quiet, shady spot. As I go to sit down he squints into the sun as he looks towards the café.

	‘Do you fancy an ice cream?’ he asks. The question is oddly incongruous with the professional demeanour he is trying to maintain.

	As I wait for him, I take my shoes off again and wiggle my toes in the grass. After a few minutes, he comes back and sits down next to me with two huge ice creams and hands one to me. I know he has something to tell me and part of me wants him to get on with it, but I also want to prolong this moment. It’s been a long time since I got to sit in the sun doing nothing with a beautiful man. Alec didn’t like to do nothing, and his had beauty faded in dusty Cambridge seminar rooms.

	‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ he says suddenly.

	‘What?’ I look blankly at him, but he’s looking away from me. I’m sure that before Monday I’d never met this man before. I’d remember surely?

	‘I was wondering how long it would take you to remember me, but you clearly can’t.’

	‘I’m sorry but no,’ I say, a little alarmed now.

	‘We met a few times when we were kids.’

	‘We did?’

	‘Yeah, my mum and dad used to go to your mum’s parties back in the 70s before either of us were born. When your mum started them up again to honour your birthday every year, Dad used to drag me and my brother along. Do you remember how they’d put all us kids in a room together and hope we’d behave? You hated it! You hated having your house invaded by children. I think you preferred being with the adults!’

	This rings a vague sort of bell but like so many things that happened in my childhood, events seem to melt into each other and I’ve put them all in a box at the back of my brain that I hardly ever look in. Like the box with my mother’s old headshots.

	It feels strange to think Edwin knew me as a child and I have absolutely no recollection of him. I suddenly feel a little vulnerable and exposed and pull my dress down over my knees.

	‘How old are you?’ I ask.

	‘Thirty-five, so I’m a few years older than you. I guess my memories of that time are a bit clearer.’

	He looks a bit crestfallen that I don’t remember, or take any delight in his memories.

	‘I’m sorry,’ I say.

	‘Oh, please don’t apologise. It’s just that those parties meant the world to me when I was a kid. My mum died when I was two, just after my brother was born, and as soon as we were old enough we were sent off to boarding school. I don’t think Dad knew what else to do. I don’t think he knew how to cope. One of the reasons I went into law was simply so we’d have something to talk about.’

	‘I’m so sorry.’

	‘Stop apologising!’ He smiles. ‘Those parties usually fell in the half-term holidays and were always a highlight in a rather dreary childhood. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.’

	I don’t want to admit to him that I can remember some things about those parties very well and I’m still not ready to think about a certain man and a certain Beatles song. I decide it’s time to change the subject.

	‘You said you had something to tell me,’ I say, finishing up my ice cream and searching in my bag for a tissue.

	‘Yes. There is still a lot of paperwork to go through and sign. It’s all going to be very boring I’m afraid. It seemed more appropriate to tell you about this away from the office. It’s not strictly to do with your inheritance.’

	He opens his briefcase and pauses, looking at me as though he’s trying to decide what he needs to do. After a moment, he takes out a sheaf of letters, all written on old-fashioned thick blue writing paper. The writing is big and loopy and written in that Peacock Blue ink that used to be so popular at school. Every letter is unopened and is addressed to me and every letter has ‘return to sender’ and a Notting Hill address scrawled across it in a very familiar hand.

	‘A few weeks before your father died he asked me to go and see him. He was in hospital by then but he was still his old self in many ways. A terror to the nurses in general, always sneaking cigarettes despite the cancer and the oxygen.’

	It occurs to me that I may well be sitting next to the only person who really knew my father in his later life. I need to ask questions, lots of them, but I just don’t know what to ask.

	‘He gave me those letters and said that after he died I was to give them to you, so you’d know he hadn’t forgotten you.’

	I look at the letters again. This means my father knew where I was all my life. And that my mother kept him away from me. I could have known my dad if it hadn’t been for her.

	‘Every year on your birthday he wrote to you, from the day you were born until you were eighteen.’

	‘And these are those letters?’ I ask. I’m feeling light-headed as I hold the letters in my hands. As I hold something my father had touched, had written. ‘Are they all here?’

	‘Unfortunately not,’ Edwin replies. ‘At some point over the years some have been mislaid. Bruce didn’t seem to know where. He was quite distressed about some being missing, but they might turn up yet.’

	‘You said he stopped writing when I was eighteen,’ I say, still staring at the letters in my hand. I realise I have an overwhelming urge to sniff them but that’s probably something I should do in private. ‘Why?’

	‘I think he hoped you’d come looking for him yourself then.’

	‘How could I look for someone my mother claimed to have forgotten? It could have been anyone in London according to her!’ I snap.

	He holds up his hands. ‘I’m sorry; I didn’t mean that to sound so accusatory. It is what it is. But he wanted you to have the letters.’

	I shake my head, looking at the letters in my hand. A single tear drops onto the envelope on the top of the pile, smudging the ink.

	‘Come on,’ he says, noticing my distress. ‘Let’s get you home.’

	‘But isn’t there still paperwork to do? Don’t we need to…’

	‘No, there’s no hurry, Julia,’ he says. ‘Are you in London next week?’

	‘Yes, I’m not going anywhere.’

	‘We can do all of that next week then. For now, let me get you a cab.’

	I clutch my letters and stagger after him in my uncomfortable shoes. All I want to do is change them for running shoes and run as fast and as hard as I can.

	*

	In times of trouble or intense emotional anxiety I only have one place to turn. Running. As soon as I get back to Campden Hill Road I grab my running things from my suitcase and hit the pavements of Kensington in the early evening sunshine.

	Running was something Alec had introduced me to. He ran miles and miles a week. He was always competing in half-marathons that he expected me to get up at the crack of dawn to accompany him to. He was always trying to beat himself. He once even ran the Paris Marathon, but at least I got a weekend in the City of Light for that one.

	One Sunday morning about five years ago I decided to go with him.

	‘OK,’ he said, ‘but you’ll have to keep up.’

	He could be a patronising bastard. But he could also be sweet and tender and funny and he made me feel secure for years for probably the first time in my life. I don’t have to defend him any more though.

	That day he was a patronising bastard and of course I kept up. I’m only an inch shorter than him and I didn’t eat the endless rich college dinners and guzzle the gallons of wine that he claimed he had to for his career. I kept up with ease, much to his astonishment, and when I got home that Sunday morning after six miles up the River Cam I felt as though the whole world had slowed down, even the gremlins in my head had shut up. I could be right there in the present moment.

	I never ran races or timed myself and I never ran with Alec, or indeed anyone else, again, but I did try to run five or six miles a few times a week and it had become a touchstone in my life, a sense of familiarity rooting me in a world I felt increasingly inclined to escape from.

	I set off on the route I always run when I’m here – up the High Street towards Knightsbridge and then into Kensington Palace Gardens, past the residence of the late Princess Di and back into Hyde Park. I can never pass Kensington Palace without remembering the August after my fourteenth birthday, standing outside with Johnny, both of us crying over the dead princess who we always thought of as a neighbour, adding our bunch of pink roses to the hundreds upon hundreds of bouquets and messages from the nameless strangers who loved her.

	I run around the outside of Hyde Park towards Park Lane and then back towards Knightsbridge. I don’t think about anything except the sound of my feet on the ground. I don’t stop until I’m back on Kensington High Street and find myself outside the computer shop that stands where Kensington Market used to be. My mother gets upset just thinking about the fact they knocked down the market for this. I don’t think she even comes up this end of the High Street any more on principle.

	Johnny is waiting for me when I get back to Campden Hill Road. He’s sitting on one of the immaculate white sofas, trussed up in one of his bespoke suits even on a hot day like this. In his lap he has a shoebox. He doesn’t meet my eye. I don’t know if I’m ready to talk to him yet. How could he have kept all this from me all these years?

	I barely acknowledge him as I walk straight upstairs. ‘I need a shower,’ I say.


6th June 1993

	My dearest daughter,

	Now you are ten! My baby girl already a decade old.

	We haven’t met again since your third birthday; we haven’t danced under the stars, or listened to the Beatles together since then. But every time I hear Penny Lane I think of you, every time I see the stars in the sky, I think of you. Oh, who am I kidding! I think of my daughter every day.

	Other than not getting to see you, the last few years have been good to me. I’m still clean as a whistle, other than the ‘cancer sticks’ as your Uncle Frank likes to call my nicotine habit. Being sober has made me so much more productive in my work. For the first time in my life, I’m making money from my paintings and my last two exhibitions have been very lucrative. My agent loves me, as you can imagine!

	I decided to use some of this money to help you and your mother out. Maybe by the time you read these letters, which sit in a box in a drawer by my bed, you’ll already know this, but your mother isn’t very good with money. She earned a lot back in the 70s. She was beautiful and she worked hard for it, but when the work dried up and she was no longer getting modelling contracts she carried on living as though she was.

	I found out recently that she’d been remortgaging the Campden Hill Road house for years. To the point where it looked like she would have to sell it. So I have bought the house! Just like that! I can hardly believe I’m able to do such a thing. Frank says I’m getting ideas above my station. He says it in a thick Yorkshire accent like our father’s so I know he’s joking.

	One day I hope I can tell you about our father, about my family, well your family as well of course. I’d like to take you up to Yorkshire and show you where I came from.

	Anyway, back to the house. I bought it and put it in trust for you. Your mother gets to live there as long as she likes, but she can’t sell it or move you on without my permission and when I’ve gone it’s all yours.

	Maybe your mother will let me see you from time to time, maybe she won’t. I know she is still angry with me and can’t bear to see me. Please always know that the problem is between me and your mother, not between me and you.

	I always hear about what you’ve been up to through Frank who still sees you and your mother from time to time. You’re growing tall I hear, just like your mum. I’m so proud of you, sweetheart.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	I love you.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 6

	When I come back downstairs Johnny is still on the sofa, the shoebox on the seat next to him, as though he’s not yet ready for me to sit too close. He’s made sandwiches, tiny triangles of white bread and smoked salmon, thin slivers of cucumber and a pot of Earl Grey. Johnny is so very English it’s like being with someone from another era. I suspect this is what Mum has always liked about him.

	I feel calmer after my shower; my brain feels more ordered as though it’s ready to ask the right questions and take in the information. I put a couple of sandwiches on a plate and sit down opposite Johnny while he pours two cups of tea, adding a slice of lemon to each one.

	Only then does he finally meet my eyes.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

	I have no idea if I’m ready to forgive anyone. I’m glad Johnny’s here though. It gives me someone to be angry with instead of Edwin Jones, who, after all, is only doing his job. But then in many ways so is Johnny.

	‘What’s in the shoebox?’ I ask.

	‘Photographs. I thought you might like to see some.’

	‘Of my father?’

	‘Amongst other things, yes.’

	He hands me the shoebox. It’s heavy and I wonder how many photos are here and how Johnny ended up being in possession of them. He doesn’t say anything so I take the lid off and look inside.

	Lying on top is a photo of a face I recognise immediately. It’s him, the Penny Lane guy. I take the photo out and examine it. Nothing is written on the back and there’s no indication of who it is or when it was taken.

	‘Who’s this?’ I ask, turning the photo around so Johnny can identify it, although I already know what he’s going to say.

	‘That’s Bruce, your father.’

	So it was him all along.

	‘Do you remember the night that was taken?’ Johnny asks. He doesn’t wait for me to reply. ‘I think it was your third birthday. After you were born Philadelphia only threw parties on your birthday. Oh, but back in the 70s she threw them all the time and everyone would come.’ He smiles, drifting off into his memories.

	I look at the photo again. If this was taken on my third birthday then it must have been the night he danced with me and if there’s photographic evidence then, despite what she claimed, my mother must be able to remember. But then my mother claims to have forgotten a lot of things that she blatantly hasn’t.

	‘I remember,’ I say, nudging him out of the reverie he seems to have slipped into. ‘It’s one of the clearest memories of my childhood, despite Mum trying to pretend it didn’t happen.’

	‘He danced with you that night,’ Johnny says, ‘and with your mother. I honestly thought they were going to get back together, but something happened and he left. We didn’t see him again for years.’

	‘What happened?’ I ask.

	‘I’m not sure. I took you up to bed and by the time I came back down Bruce was on his way out. I think he’d asked if he could see you, if he could take you out or something. But your mother said no. There was an argument, which everybody pretended not to hear.’

	‘Did everyone know?’ I ask. ‘Did all of your friends know he was my father?’

	He shakes his head. ‘Not at all. Your parents kept it very close. Those who did know, or who’d guessed, knew better than to say anything.’

	‘Why was it always such a big secret? Why did she always say she couldn’t remember who I danced with? Why did she always say she couldn’t remember who my father even was?’

	‘She couldn’t bear for you to see him if she couldn’t. She was so in love with him. She always was. But he was an addict. For years and years his love of booze always came first and after he got sober, which was around the time of your third birthday, he didn’t want your mother any more; he just wanted you. I think keeping him away from you was her way of punishing him for not loving her like she loved him.’

	My head is reeling. I can’t take it all in. I know my mother is self-absorbed but this is ridiculous.

	‘So how did he end up buying this house?’ I ask.

	‘Ah yes, well. Do you remember Frank?’

	‘Uncle Frank?’

	Johnny nods. Uncle Frank was another guy who was always hanging around Mum. I think he lived here for a little while. I remember him coming and going and always giving me a pound coin or two when I was little. He was a painter I think.

	‘Frank was Bruce’s younger brother. He lived constantly in Bruce’s shadow. They both went to St Martin’s but Frank was never going to be as good as Bruce. He ended up earning a living as a portrait painter. But for some reason your mother always kept him close and I suppose news of you got back to Bruce that way. That’s how Bruce ended up finding out about your mother’s money problems.’

	‘Did Mum know it was Bruce who bailed her out?’ I ask. I feel as though I’m asking questions about a soap opera that I’ve lost track of.

	‘She knew; she just preferred to pretend it wasn’t happening.’

	I look at the box of photos in my lap. I don’t even know where to begin with them. I put the lid back on them and put them on the table. I keep hold of the one of Bruce. The one of my dad. I drain my teacup and watch as Johnny refills it. I pop a tiny sandwich in my mouth and chew slowly as I think about my next question.

	‘If you knew all of this why did you never say anything? Why did you always keep my mother’s secrets and always do exactly as she said?’

	He paused for a moment picking at a thread on his cuff, before looking straight at me.

	‘Because I was in love with her,’ he said.

	Johnny has been working for my mother since she first came to England and I have known him my entire life. At no point did I ever think there was anything between them other than employer and employee; maybe friends at a push. This latest revelation is more than I can believe. If I’m honest, I’d always thought Johnny was gay.

	‘You have to be kidding me,’ I say, rather uncharitably. Forgive me if I don’t find my mother very loveable right now.

	‘I’ve been in love with her as long as I’ve known her. There’s never been anyone else. Didn’t you wonder why I never had relationships?’

	‘I just thought you were married to your job,’ I lie.

	‘You thought I was gay, didn’t you? Yes, lots of people do.’

	‘Does Mum know?’ I sound more incredulous than I should. I’m probably not handling this very well, but it’s a lot to take in to be fair.

	‘She didn’t realise for a long time. She was always in love with Bruce or throwing herself into relationships with unsuitable men to prove to herself she was over Bruce. She knows now though. He pauses, smiles slightly. ‘I keep my flat but mostly I’m here.’

	‘Do you…? Are you…?

	‘Quite frankly, Julia, that’s none of your business.’

	I suppose it isn’t.

	He starts to clear up the tea things.

	‘I’m sorry,’ I say. And I am. I would hate to upset Johnny. Him being in love with my mother for all these years puts a whole new perspective on his relationship with me. He did it for love, not money. By the sound of things, there hasn’t been much money to pay him with over the years.

	‘It’s OK,’ he says. ‘You’ve had quite a week and it’s all a lot to take in. I’ll give you some peace and quiet.’

	I pick up the box of photos and hand it to him.

	‘No you keep them; look through them if you like. I’ll only be downstairs if you have any questions. I’m not going to desert you; at least not until I’ve got your mother back from New York.’

	‘Good luck with that.’

	As he gets to the door he looks back over his shoulder. ‘How’s Alec?’ he asks.

	Despite my best efforts I can feel myself starting to cry again.

	Johnny puts the tea tray back down on the table and comes to sit next to me. He doesn’t ask any questions, he just offers me the pristine pressed white handkerchief from his pocket and waits until I’ve pulled myself together.

	‘We broke up,’ I say. ‘He’s moving to America to take up a post at Harvard. I’m not invited.’

	‘Oh, Julia.’

	Slowly, in between sobs, I tell him about seeing Alec earlier in the week. About how I’ve come to realise that it hadn’t been working for years. About a more recent realisation that I’d only been with Alec for stability rather than love.

	‘The tears aren’t for him exactly,’ I say. ‘They’re for the ten years of my life I wasted on him.’

	‘The first week of your thirties has certainly been eventful so far,’ Johnny says, stroking my hair. ‘But think of it this way, with this inheritance you get a chance to start all over again, to live the life you’ve always wanted.’

	‘That’s what Pen said,’ I say. ‘The problem is I’ve no idea what I want.’

	*

	Johnny is in the kitchen making tea when I get up the next morning. He puts a mug in front of me as I sit down on one of the stools and sits opposite me with his own mug.

	‘How are you?’ he asks.

	‘Oh fine,’ I say, my autopilot response to anyone who asks at the moment. I’m turning into my mother.

	‘This is me you’re talking to,’ he says. ‘How are you?’

	I pause. How am I? I haven’t really thought about it. I haven’t let myself, in much the same way as I haven’t let myself read the letters sitting in my handbag, or even think about what I’m going to do with this house.

	‘I don’t know,’ I say. Because I really don’t.

	‘I spoke to your mother last night after you’d gone to bed,’ he says as he breaks eye contact. He seems embarrassed although I don’t know if it is for himself or on her behalf.

	‘And?’

	‘She’s inconsolable.’

	‘She’s inconsolable,’ I say. ‘What about me? What about the fact she lied to me for thirty years, about everything? Not only did she know damn well who my father was but she spoke to him, regularly. He owned the goddam house for Christ’s sake.’

	‘Julia, I know you’re upset…’ Johnny tries to interrupt.

	‘And then there’s the letters.’

	‘Letters?’

	He doesn’t know what I’m talking about. Well, well mother dearest didn’t tell him everything after all.

	‘The letters my father wrote to me every year on my birthday for eighteen years. The letters that my mother sent back to him unopened every year.’

	Johnny stares at me.

	‘I had no idea,’ he says eventually.

	‘Welcome to the club.’

	‘Do you have these letters? How do you know about them?’

	‘Edwin Jones gave them to me yesterday. It was off the record and not really part of the estate. Apparently Bruce called Edwin to the hospital a few days before he died to make sure I got them. I haven’t read them,’ I add predicting his next question. ‘I honestly don’t know if I want to.’

	‘But you must,’ Johnny says with sudden force. ‘These will fill in all the holes I’m sure, like missing jigsaw pieces.’

	I look at him rather astonished. He shakes his head, apologising under his breath.

	Of course, my father is Johnny’s greatest rival in love. It’s natural he would want to know all the gory details about the man and I suspect he thinks those details are in these letters. Well even if they are he won’t be hearing them from me.

	‘Anyway,’ I say, changing the subject. ‘Mum.’

	He sighs. ‘Yes. She thinks you’re going to evict her and sell the house.’

	‘Of course I’m not going to evict her. I bloody should though, just to teach her a lesson. I’m so angry with her, Johnny.’

	‘Will you talk to her?’ he asks.

	‘I can’t promise I won’t get angry.’

	‘I think she’s expecting that. Just reassure her you aren’t about to evict her. She might come home then.’

	‘Oh for God’s sake, can she not just come home and we’ll sort it out when she’s here?’ I am so sick of my mother acting like a spoilt child all the time, and everyone pandering to her as though her behaviour is perfectly acceptable. I’m sick of so many things and I feel as though I’m on my very last nerve with all of it. I’m scared that if I speak to her, thirty years of resentment will come flying out and I won’t have any control over it.

	‘Julia, she’s hurting too. I know she did wrong, that she should have been honest with you years ago, but the love of her life has died and, try as I might, I’m no replacement.’ He smiles sadly and I suddenly feel immensely sorry for him and the huge secrets he has had to bear all for the love of a woman who will always hold him as second best. What a mess it all is.

	‘I’ll talk to her,’ I agree. ‘But only because you asked me to.’

	‘Thank you, Julia.’

	‘Do you have a number?’

	‘She’s on Skype these days.’

	‘Skype!’ My mother has an inherent fear of all things technological. Her excuse for not cooking is the oven is too convoluted for her to understand. She has an old Nokia mobile phone that’s at least a decade old and dictates all her emails to Johnny.

	‘So we can keep in touch when one of us is away,’ Johnny says. I don’t want any further details about that, thank you very much.

	At the appointed hour I log on to my Skype account and my mother’s face looms into view on the computer screen.

	‘Hello, dear,’ she bellows. Her accent has become a lot more New York since we last spoke.

	‘Mother, you don’t have to press your face against the screen or yell at me. Just sit back and talk normally.’

	She does as she’s told for the first time in living memory. I can’t really tell from the rather fuzzy image but could it be possible that she’s looking contrite?

	‘So now you know all my dirty secrets,’ she says resignedly.

	‘Yes. Why did you never tell me?’

	‘You wouldn’t have understood.’

	‘Mum, listen, it’s not about whether I would have understood or not. Bruce was my father and you knew who he was and where he was. I had a right to know my father.’

	She sighs and blinks. Is she crying?

	‘I’m sorry.’ She sniffs. She’s crying. I hate myself for thinking in the back of my mind that they are crocodile tears, simply for effect.

	I take a deep breath. I am not going to get into a Skype argument with my mother.

	‘Look, Mum,’ I say, deciding to keep this short and sweet, ‘why don’t you just come home. We can talk about all of this properly then.’

	‘What are you going to do about the house?’

	‘I don’t know. But I’m not going to evict you. Johnny told me you were inconsolable about it.’

	‘Johnny exaggerates.’

	‘Yes, well I know all about you two as well,’ I say. ‘But that’s something for another time.’ I notice she has the decency to blush.

	‘Just come home,’ I repeat. ‘We’ll sort everything out, I promise.’

	‘Will you get Johnny to book me a flight?’

	‘If you’re lucky, I might even book it myself.’


6th June 1987

	My dearest daughter,

	Happy fourth birthday, my darling. It’s been a year since I saw you and what a year it has been.

	Seeing you this time last year has kick-started me into working harder, into ‘living up to my potential’ as my tutors at St Martin’s used to put it. I’ve been sober for one year and sixty days. I’ve been to meetings every day for the last 425 days.

	And with my sobriety has come a new-found love of my work. I’ve known for years that the drink has been destroying my love of art, but I hadn’t realised how much it had destroyed my productivity. The last year has been spent in a fever of activity at my studio in Whitechapel. One day I hope to show you the studio, the place where I painted the work for my first major exhibition.

	Yes, that’s right! Tonight, on your fourth birthday in lieu of the Campden Hill Road party, I will be exhibiting my work for the first time. The paintings are already at the gallery and I’m sitting here in an almost empty studio feeling rather nervous I must admit. I expect this is the artist’s equivalent of stage fright. I hope your mother isn’t too angry that some of her guests will be late to the party, as I know they are coming to the exhibition!

	Dad is coming down from Yorkshire to see the exhibition as well. This is a man who, to my knowledge, hasn’t left Yorkshire since Mum died! Frank and I are astonished, delighted and nervous in equal measures. In an hour or so Frank will pick me up and then we’ll be off to Kings Cross to meet Dad.

	I wonder if you’ll ever meet your grandfather? I do hope so. He’s quite a character under that gruff exterior, although it’s taken me a long time to figure that out. Frank and I will be sure to tell him all about you.

	Happy Birthday, Princess. Wish me luck!

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 7

	‘Bella!’ Marco di Palma yells at me from halfway down the street. Luckily, I’m heading his way, but if I wasn’t I’d feel obliged to stop in for a coffee at least. Marco has an incredible ability of getting passers-by into his restaurant no matter what. I guess that’s why it’s always so busy.

	Marco owns the Italian place at the bottom of our road. This restaurant has been here for as long as I can remember. Johnny used to bring me here when I was a child. Mum never came with us; Italian food is bad for the figure apparently. She tried to drum this into me for years but I’ve always ignored it without detrimental effect.

	Marco’s is such a big part of my life that I can’t smell garlic cooking or freshly ground coffee without being transported to this little place on the corner of our road, with its gingham tablecloths and candles in wine bottles. All the money in the world wouldn’t make me choose a fancy restaurant over this.

	Marco di Palma greets me with the same white-toothed grin he has greeted me with since I was a child. In over twenty years he has hardly changed at all, except for a little grey hair at his temples. He runs his restaurant with the same passion and enthusiasm.

	‘Bella Julia!’ he exclaims again as I approach, grabbing my face and planting three over the top kisses on my cheeks. ‘And where is your beautiful mama tonight? And Signor Johnny? Will they be joining you?’

	‘Not tonight,’ I reply, marvelling at Marco’s endless optimism that one day the Philadelphia Simmonds will eat in his restaurant. ‘Mum’s in New York.’

	‘Your favourite table then?’ he asks pointing me in the direction of the table I always sit at in the summer on the patio.

	‘Could I have somewhere a little more private tonight, Marco? I’m meeting someone.’

	‘Is Dr Alec visiting us tonight?’ he exclaims to the entire restaurant. ‘We always love to see Dr Alec!’

	Marco makes this pronouncement as though he and Alec are the greatest of friends when in fact, on the few occasions I’d brought Alec here, he had been nothing but disparaging of the whole experience. Alec will always put fancy restaurants above little Italian places with gingham tablecloths and candles in wine bottles. To herald Alec’s potential arrival with such reverence is almost as optimistic as thinking my mother will ever eat here.

	I break the news quickly, like tearing off a Band-Aid. ‘Alec and I have split up I’m afraid.’ I pause for the dramatic effect I know Marco loves. ‘Alec is moving to America without me.’

	‘Ah the bastard!’ Marco screeches, making all the tables in the restaurant jump a little. ‘If I ever see him…’ He shakes his fist at me rather alarmingly. Then suddenly his face changes as though he is trying to work something out. ‘So, who are you dining with tonight, Bella?’ he asks with a wink. ‘A new man?’

	‘My mother’s lawyer,’ I say firmly. I don’t want Marco getting any ideas or bringing roses and champagne over for no reason. He is known for getting carried away. Another reason why his restaurant is always full.

	Marco winks at me again and tells me he understands, when clearly he doesn’t understand at all. But then neither do I so I just tell him that Edwin and I do have some legal stuff to go through and need some peace and quiet.

	Marco finds me a corner table with benches on either side, flourishing his tea towel. ‘Is everything all right, Bella?’ he asks in a serious tone I have never heard him adopt before.

	‘Yes,’ I lie brightly, astounded at how easily I lie about how fine I am these days. ‘Why?’

	‘Well, meeting lawyers, no man, your mama in New York?’ He throws his hands up into the air.

	‘Everything’s fine,’ I tell him. ‘We’re just going through some financial stuff that Mum has handed over to me.’ Not quite a lie I suppose.

	He seems satisfied by this and taps his nose at me before wandering back out into the street, flicking a tea towel in his wake.

	Edwin texted me over the weekend. He wanted to know if I was OK, worried about how upset I’d been when he gave me the letters. I assured him it was just a shock and he asked me if he could take me for dinner. It seemed a little out of character, but if someone as handsome as Edwin Jones wants to take me out for dinner, who am I to argue?

	Pen and I analysed this in detail on the phone.

	‘You’re a fast mover,’ she said, when I told her about the dinner invitation. ‘Is it allowed?’

	‘Is what allowed?’

	‘Dating your lawyer?’ she asked, clearly delighted at the prospect.

	‘He’s not my lawyer, he’s my mother’s lawyer. And we’re not dating.’

	‘Like hell you’re not. Sounds like a date to me.’

	I heard her tapping something into her iPad.

	‘Oh, very nice,’ she said.

	‘What is?’

	‘Edwin Jones, of course. I’ve just googled him.’

	‘Of course you have.’

	‘How tall is he?’ she asked. She’s only 5’1”. Graeme calls us Little and Large, but she knows I have a bit of a complex about dating men who are shorter than me.

	‘About six four,’ I replied, trying to sound nonchalant despite the butterflies in my stomach.

	‘Then he’s clearly perfect for you. You know what they say, the best way of getting over someone is getting…’

	‘Yes, thank you, Pen,’ I said firmly. ‘It’s not a date.’ I wasn’t sure whether I was trying to convince Pen or the butterflies.

	‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I just…’ She trailed off with a sigh.

	‘What’s up?’ I asked.

	‘Oh, nothing really. I’m just bored I think. You’ve left, Alec’s leaving and now Graeme’s going to be leaving too.’

	‘What? Graeme’s leaving?’

	‘He’s finally found the café of his dreams,’ Pen replied. For as long as either of us has known him Graeme has wanted to run a coffee shop. It was an idea he came up with when he was travelling in Australia. He wanted to run a place that roasted and ground its own coffee beans, a place that sold organic cake and homemade sourdough bread. It sounded delicious but in all these years he’s never found a premises that he could afford the rent on. Not in Cambridge anyway.

	‘Wow,’ I said, trying to take it in. ‘Where?’ We’d always imagined this café would be in Cambridge, despite the astronomic rents. The thought of it, and Graeme, not being there is almost as alien as the thought of Alec not being at Trinity College any more.

	‘York,’ she replied. ‘A friend of his told him about this old greasy spoon that was up for sale. It needs refurbishing, but it’s going for a song and he just about managed to borrow enough money to buy it. And now he’s moving away.’

	‘When?’

	‘End of the summer I think.’

	‘Oh, Pen, I’m so sorry. I know how close the two of you are.’

	She didn’t say anything.

	‘But you know, I’m not leaving.’

	‘Yes you are,’ she replied firmly. ‘The universe is giving you an opportunity to turn your life around, and you know nothing can change the universe’s mind.’

	I sighed audibly.

	‘Now,’ she said, changing the subject. ‘What are you going to wear for your date with Edwin Jones?’

	*

	So here I am in Marco’s waiting for Edwin. I’m not sure what prompted his invitation for dinner. I think he felt responsible for the latest curveball life had thrown at me in the form of the letters. Anyway, I wanted the low-down about what was going to happen in another meeting with tax lawyers tomorrow. I managed to convince him to come to Marco’s even though he sounded almost as snobbish about it as Alec.

	He arrives not long after me, still wearing his suit trousers, white shirtsleeves rolled up, top buttons undone. He looks hot and slightly dishevelled, smelling a little too strongly of expensive aftershave, and has clearly come straight from work. He smiles as he bends down to kiss my cheek.

	He really is very good-looking.

	‘Another glorious Simmonds creation?’ he asks, looking at the dress I’m wearing as he sits down opposite me.

	I smile, delighted at the fact that he remembers. This dress is a particular favourite. It’s a sleeveless wraparound style with a calf-length A-line skirt and is made from another dress that I found in a charity shop in Cambridge. The original dress was way too big for me but the material was beautiful, dark navy with yellow and red birds of paradise all over. So, I upcycled the whole thing, made a new dress, added some yellow binding and voila!

	Pen has always said that this style accentuates my cleavage. Quite why it matters what my boobs look like for a meeting with my mother’s lawyer I don’t know, but Pen insisted this was the dress for the ‘date’. Edwin’s eyes do keep flicking south towards my cleavage as we order wine.

	I try to take his mind off that by guiding the subject towards tomorrow’s meetings. It’s all about the money tomorrow: inheritance tax, investments and all the things I can and can’t do with the three (three!) properties I’ve inherited. Edwin explains all this to me in very simple language.

	‘Of course,’ he says, ‘strictly speaking I’m not actually your lawyer, I’m your parents’ lawyer so all of this advice is off the record.’

	‘Would you be my lawyer?’ I ask.

	‘Well you’d need to set up a will and other trust documents in your own name once probate is complete, but I’d rather pass you over to one of my colleagues if you don’t mind.’

	‘Oh,’ I say, feeling suddenly very disappointed.

	‘Only because,’ he goes on, ‘if I was your lawyer, it wouldn’t be quite right for me to take you out for dinner.’

	Well that perks me up more than it should.

	He looks as though he’s about to say something when his phone rings. He takes it out of his pocket and looks at it.

	‘I have to get this,’ he says apologetically. ‘I won’t be a minute.’

	Marco catches my eye as Edwin walks out of the restaurant and stands outside talking into his phone. He winks and I ignore him.

	As Edwin sits down again his leg brushes against mine and, for a moment, I feel a flicker of electricity. He doesn’t react so I pretend not to notice.

	‘Listen, Julia,’ he says. ‘There are a couple of other things that I would like to help you with.’

	I’m still thinking about his leg brushing against mine and I don’t register at first that he’s speaking to me. I make an encouraging noise, hoping he’ll carry on and I’ll pick up the gist of it.

	‘Well firstly there’s Bruce’s flat. The last time I was there, just before he went into hospital, it was a complete mess. It’s really going to need sorting out before you can do anything about it and I would imagine some of the galleries and museums might be interested in any letters or paintings you find.’

	The mention of the word letters makes me check the chair next to me for my handbag where the letters still sit, unopened. I wonder if Edwin thinks I’ve read them. I wonder if he has any idea what they say.

	‘And then,’ he goes on, ‘there’s Francis.’

	‘Who?’

	‘Your father’s brother.’

	‘Oh Uncle Frank!’

	‘Yes, he’ll want to meet with you and I suspect help you go through Bruce’s things.’

	‘Does my uncle mind that I’ve inherited everything?’ I ask.

	‘Of course not! Bruce made sure Frank had everything he needed years ago; you have nothing to worry about, Julia.’

	‘It doesn’t feel like that. It feels as though there is so much to do, so many things to think about, and I don’t know where to start.’

	‘You don’t have to do it on your own though,’ he replies leaning back in his chair. ‘I’m here to help. Look let’s talk about all this tomorrow after your meetings. We’ll work out a plan then. Let’s just enjoy our meal tonight.’

	‘Are you this kind to all your clients?’

	‘Well most of them are about 300 years old and smell of cat wee.’ He smiles. He really should smile more often. ‘Besides, you’re not my client, your mother is.’

	I’m suddenly aware of a presence at the table and look up to see Marco looming above. I feel as though I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t.

	‘Good evening,’ he says in a tight-lipped manner. ‘Are you ready to order?’

	‘Marco, this is Edwin Jones, Mum’s lawyer,’ I say to break the atmosphere Marco has brought over with him. Marco just stands there with his order pad.

	I order the calamari and a margherita pizza. I always order this; I’m surprised Marco even bothers to ask. After a lot of questions Edwin orders the bruschetta and the carbonara. I get the impression he’s not impressed by the choice but decide not to say anything. Marco stalks off flicking his tea towel irritably.

	‘What the hell was that about?’ Edwin asks.

	‘Marco’s known me since I was a kid. I think that was his overly protective fatherly routine. God help you if he thought you were anything other than Mum’s lawyer!’

	‘Should I expect to wake up with a horse’s head in my bed?’

	A basket of bread is dumped unceremoniously on our table.

	We spend the evening talking and it feels as though we’ve known each other for years, which of course we have even if I don’t remember it. We talk about books, music, films, the differences between Oxford and Cambridge. We try each other’s food and talk a little about my mother and his father. It feels very much like a date and I keep trying to remind myself about the fact that he is my parents’ lawyer and that he is here because my father’s estate pays him very handsomely for it. But every time his leg brushes against mine I can’t help wondering if he feels that gentle frisson of electricity too.

	‘I haven’t met anyone who loves the same books as me before,’ I say, remembering Alec’s utter disregard for fiction and Pen’s love of self-help books. I fill him in on Pen and our Odd Couple living arrangements.

	‘Do you think you’ll stay in Cambridge now?’ Edwin asks.

	‘I honestly don’t know. Pen thinks I should move back to London, try to find myself. She’s very into finding oneself. And signs from the universe. She’s read a lot of books on the subject. You’re a sign from the universe apparently, and signs from the universe shouldn’t be ignored.’

	He rolls his eyes. ‘New Age claptrap aside, she’s got a point,’ he says.

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘Well you’ve just found out who your father is after thirty years of not knowing. That’s got to change you somehow.’

	‘Well I quit my job yesterday, so I guess that’s step one!’ I tell him about phoning work to tell them I wasn’t coming back. I don’t tell him that when I put the phone down I suddenly realised that I was completely free. And I had no idea what to do with that freedom. Is quitting my job the right thing to do? Is considering leaving Cambridge? Sometimes, even when life is boring and dull, change is the scariest thing in the world.

	He pauses for a moment, turning his head to look at me. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

	‘What for?’

	‘For having to be the one to tell you everything, for giving you the letters that clearly upset you. I just wanted to take you out for dinner to apologise, to check you were OK. I promised your father I’d look after you.’

	I feel suddenly very deflated that he’s here because he feels he should be and not because he wants to get to know me. I think about the flicker of electricity from earlier. I must have imagined it.

	‘Did you ever think you’d find out who your father was?’ he asks, interrupting my thoughts.

	‘Honestly, no. I’d spent most of my teens and twenties trying to work it out, but I never even got close. I think I’d given up.’

	‘How old were you when you first started to get curious?’

	‘About twelve or thirteen. I used to ask Mum all the time who he was. We had a monumental row on my fourteenth birthday about it. I refused to go to the stupid party even though everyone was already there, and went out for pizza with my friends. I think that was the last party she ever threw.’

	‘It was,’ he says.

	‘Were you there?’

	He nods.

	‘Oh God,’ I grumble, slightly embarrassed. ‘You saw my teenage strop?’ I really hate the fact that I can’t remember him. I find myself wondering if he was as tall and handsome at nineteen as he is at thirty-five.

	‘Yup, it was the last time I saw you,’ he says, holding my gaze for a little too long.

	‘When did you find out that Bruce Baldwin was my father?’ I ask.

	‘Not until I joined the firm. It was one of the first things Dad explained to me, but it wasn’t until Bruce knew he was dying and wanted to revisit his will that I understood the full implications of the whole thing.’

	I still don’t know how I feel about all this, about Edwin knowing so much more about me than I did myself until a few days ago, how he remembers me as a child when I don’t have any recollection of him at all. It feels a bit strange, a bit creepy even, but at the same time I feel so comfortable with Edwin, as though I’ve known him for ever.

	Marco arrives to clear our plates. He makes far more noise about it than is strictly necessary. We ask for desserts and he grudgingly takes our order.

	Over tiramisu and espresso, I try to get Edwin to talk to me about his childhood; after all, he knows pretty much everything about me. But it’s like getting blood from stone. Other than finding out his brother is two years younger than him and called Robert, I can’t get anything from him.

	‘You mentioned boarding school,’ I say, changing tack a little. ‘Which one did you go to?’

	‘Harrow,’ he says. He suddenly looks pale and tired. He looks at his watch and smiles at me. But it’s a tight smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, nothing like the smile that lights up his whole face.

	He stands up. ‘It’s getting late and we’ve both got early starts tomorrow,’ he says. ‘I’ll settle the bill.’ And with that he’s up and over at the cash register before I can say a word. I can see Marco looking at me over Edwin’s shoulder as he puts his PIN into the machine. I avoid eye contact and we leave soon after, before Marco has a chance to rush over and make any comment.

	Outside the restaurant it’s still ridiculously warm. Edwin offers to walk me home.

	‘Oh, it’s only five minutes up here,’ I say pointing up the street. He stands looking at me with his hands in his pockets.

	‘Are you sure?’ he asks.

	‘Of course I’m sure,’ I reply with a lightness I don’t really feel any more. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’


6th June 1994

	My dearest daughter,

	This was the year I had hoped, after buying the house for you and your mother, that we would finally meet. The year I would be able to tell you my story, show you where you came from.

	But your mother still refuses to let me see you. I can’t fight it. I daren’t fight it. My work and your mother’s reputation are so famous now that it would bring too much media attention to you and so I content myself with the stories from Frank, with seeing you occasionally from afar, with writing these letters that you never read.

	If I can’t tell you my story face to face, then I shall write it here. If the letter gets sent back, then I shall keep it with the others for you to read once you grow up and come to find me.

	I was born in 1951 in Maltby, a small mining village outside Rotherham in South Yorkshire. My father, grandfather and uncles were all coal miners. It was Frank and me that broke that mould (and considering what happened to the mines when we were living it up in London it was probably best broken).

	We both got into grammar school, the first in our family, and Mum was over the moon. Dad just complained about the cost of the uniforms but underneath I think he was secretly pleased. Both of my parents are dead now. Mum passed away from breast cancer just before you were born and Dad faded away of a broken heart. To be honest he never got over the mines closing. He had a heart attack in his sleep four years ago.

	I’m always sorry that Mum never got to see any of my exhibitions. I’m always sorry that when she died I was still in the grip of my addictions with very little to show for my prestigious education and degree from St Martin’s. I studied painting there in the early 70s and Frank was in the year below.

	I was still at school when I started drinking, got in a lot of trouble for it, and Frank spent a lot of time covering for me. But somehow, I passed my O and A Levels and, with the support of a very understanding art teacher, managed to not only get into St Martin’s but also to summon up the courage to go against my entire family’s opinion that nothing good came out of London and move there. Frank got away with it easier the next year I suppose as I was already there.

	In a way they were right about London because it wasn’t long before I started experimenting with drugs, and you only have to read any article written about me to work out how that ended up. It was your birth that finally kicked me into getting clean and I’ve been in recovery now since your third birthday. A day I hope you remember.

	I told you about Dad coming to see my first exhibition. It was his first and only trip to London. He got lost on the tube and didn’t stop swearing about how awful it was (both London and my exhibition!), but I did get a smile out of him as I put him back on the train north the next day so I’ve always hoped he enjoyed himself really.

	These days I paint, I teach painting workshops at St Martin’s, I do interviews sparingly and I keep to myself as much as possible, hoping that one day Philadelphia will let me see you again.

	Until that day I send you all my love.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 8

	Marco is standing outside his restaurant at half past eight the following morning, angrily flicking his tea towel at a pigeon. I contemplate taking the long way around to the High Street so I can avoid him. I know he’ll have plenty to say about last night and I’m not in the mood to hear any of it.

	I slept badly, unable to stop myself wondering what had upset Edwin the previous evening, and I’ve got the beginnings of a headache right at the base of my skull. What with one thing and another I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep for over a week and I haven’t managed to fit in a run for days either. I’m exhausted and have many tedious meetings ahead of me today.

	Before I can decide about which way to walk, Marco has spotted me. He waves his tea towel at me and summons me over for coffee. Marco’s coffees are some of the best this side of Naples so I grudgingly oblige. Maybe it will shift this headache.

	I sit down at the bar and he puts an espresso in front of me.

	‘Where are you off to, Bella, looking so smart?’ He says it in a way that makes it sound as though on most days I slouch around in sweatpants. Today I’m wearing a mint green and white striped shirt and a lavender skirt, both of which I made myself, with ballet pumps and a scarf that I fashioned from a silk bag that had a hole in. It’s nicer than it sounds.

	‘Mum’s solicitor again,’ I mumble into my coffee. I really don’t want him to ask questions but I know it’s a vain hope.

	He sits down next to me and takes my hand. ‘Bella, I’ve known you since you were a bambino,’ he says, his accent getting stronger. I don’t know where he gets it from seeing as he was born in Acton as far as I’m aware. ‘Tell me what is going on.’

	So I do. Everything. About finding out who my father is, about Edwin, about Mum’s disappearing act and her rather disconcerting relationship with Johnny and about the news Johnny gave me last night that Mum will be back tomorrow and she’s ready to talk.

	He stares at me in silence, as well he might. It’s a lot to take in. He reaches into the biscotti jar and pops two more on my saucer. He sighs and then says, very quietly, ‘I know.’

	I feel like one of those cartoon characters whose eyes pop out on stalks when they’ve heard or seen something alarming or unbelievable. How can he possibly know? I must have misheard.

	‘What?’

	‘I know,’ he repeats. ‘Well not about this Edwin but the rest I know. While we’re on the subject of Edwin…’

	‘No, no, no,’ I say, louder than I mean to, banging my hand down on the counter making the biscotti jump. ‘You tell me how the hell you know.’

	‘Your mama told me who your father was years ago. She made me promise never to tell you. I don’t know why. I thought that’s what you were talking about last night but I had to be sure you knew before I said anything, because I’d promised not to tell.’ He stops suddenly, as though he’s run out of breath.

	‘Marco, I don’t mean to be rude but why would she tell you? It’s not like you’re family or anything.’ Considering the number of people who seem to know or have probably guessed who my father was, I’m amazed this little secret wasn’t revealed long before now.

	‘Delph and I were lovers,’ he says matter-of-factly, as though it should be obvious.

	Well this is a new and frankly mind-boggling turn of events. The idea of my mother and Johnny is still rather unpalatable and now this has been thrown into the mix. Who else of my mother’s ex-lovers knows my parentage? And why has nobody ever told me until now? I can’t believe my mother has such a hold over all these men that they all just did as she asked. Even Bruce himself never said anything to me. Pen would say it’s because all men are weak-willed and lily-livered. I’m starting to think she has a point.

	‘When?’ I ask. ‘When were you lovers?’ I feel a bit sick saying it and I’m not even sure I want to know the answer.

	‘After you left home. It was just one of those things.’ He shrugs. ‘We were both lonely and needed a friend. I always knew she was meant to be with Johnny though.’

	I am at a complete loss for words. I feel as though my brain cannot take in any more new information this week. Or perhaps ever.

	‘You need to talk to her, Julia.’ Marco leans across the counter to look me in the eyes. ‘You need to ask her why she kept it a secret, why she asked all of us to keep it from you. She must have had a reason.’

	‘You don’t know?’

	He shakes his head and I suddenly notice the clock behind the bar. I’m running late for my meeting and get up to go.

	‘Julia, stay. Have another coffee.’

	‘I’m late, Marco; I have to go.’ I need to get out of here.

	‘But we need to talk about Edwin.’

	Oh God, we really don’t. I leave the restaurant as fast as I can.

	*

	Edwin is waiting for me in the wood-panelled reception of Jones & Cartwright, looking at his watch.

	‘You’re late,’ he says. He looks tired and drawn and I still wonder why he didn’t want to talk about his past last night, why he left so abruptly. ‘Follow me,’ he says, turning on his heel. I trail behind up a flight of stairs and into a part of the building I haven’t been to before. He opens the door of the conference room and signals for me to go in first. Two men in their late forties are sitting, suited and booted, around the table drinking coffee and eating Krispy Kreme donuts. Yum, I hope they’ve saved one for me. These I presume are my new tax and financial advisors.

	‘This is Julia Simmonds,’ Edwin says and the two men stand up to shake my hand, introducing themselves as Sebastian Clement and Simon Taylor. I smile knowing full well I will spend the rest of my life not knowing which one is which. As he leaves Edwin says quietly that he’ll be waiting for me downstairs when I’m done.

	The meeting is tedious beyond belief. We spend an awful lot of time discussing tax and how it works. All the figures are rather mind-boggling but as I’m assured I have more than enough to pay the tax bill three times over I’m not quite sure why we don’t pay it and go home. But apparently, it’s more complicated than that. Inheritance tax is different to the income tax my father owed in the year up to the date of his death.

	I blink. The date of his death. Until that moment I hadn’t known the date of his death. The first of March. I try, and fail, to remember what I was doing that day.

	‘What if I were to set up some sort of charitable foundation or scholarship in my father’s name?’ I ask. The question has popped out before I’ve given it a second thought. I don’t really know where it came from but once it’s out there I really like the sound of it. Unfortunately, it sets them off again with their interminable tax talk.

	The idea of a scholarship or foundation is still swirling around in my head as I come out of the meeting and walk back down to reception. I wonder if it’s something Mum might like to be involved in, if we can bear to be near each other again after all this.

	Edwin isn’t in reception but Muriel is behind the desk so I go over to say hello. As I’m about to ask where Edwin is, he comes running down the stairs.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I was held up on a call. Muriel, can you take messages for the rest of the afternoon? I need to talk to Julia.’

	Muriel nods and smiles in a strange sort of way.

	‘Let’s go and sit in the park,’ he says. ‘You’re probably sick to death of being indoors.’

	I look at my watch and realise it’s the middle of the afternoon; tax lawyers really do know how to go on and on. It’s no wonder I’m starving.

	‘It must be lovely having Hyde Park right across from work,’ I say. ‘My old office in Cambridge was next to the Botanical Gardens but you needed a special pass to get in and they never had enough and…’ I trail off as I realise I’m babbling and he’s not really listening anyway.

	We sit down side by side on a bench. He sits just far enough away from me to not touch, even by mistake. He doesn’t look at me.

	‘I’m sorry about last night,’ he says. ‘I shouldn’t have ended the evening like that. Contrary to how it appeared, I was having a really nice time.’

	I don’t say anything.

	‘School was…’ he pauses ‘…hard for me. I don’t have very good memories. I don’t like talking about it. It’s been a long time since I thought about it.’

	‘That’s really none of my business,’ I reply.

	‘I just wanted you to know that I’m sorry if I over-reacted.’

	‘Edwin, clearly something I said last night upset you, and for that I’m sorry. But you can tell me what’s wrong. What happened?’

	‘It wasn’t anything you said.’ He looks at me then and I notice the now familiar flutter in my stomach. He looks as though he’s about to say something more, but then he sighs and shakes his head. ‘It doesn’t matter, Julia; the past is the past.’

	I wait to hear if he’s going to expand on that, but he doesn’t.

	‘We need to talk about your father’s flat,’ he goes on, changing the subject.

	‘Talk away.’

	‘Well I need to take you there, show you around and sign the keys over to you. There’s his Whitechapel studio to talk about as well, but we can look at that next week if you prefer.’

	‘Isn’t this an estate agent’s job?’ I ask.

	‘Your father asked me to look after you, to make sure everything was done properly and when you were ready. So, let’s just take it one step at a time OK? Are you ready to see his flat?’

	‘Yes, I think so.’

	‘Right, well shall I meet you there tomorrow? About eleven?’

	I nod.

	‘I’ll write the address down for you.’ He scribbles on the back of one of his business cards.

	He gives me the card and tells me he’ll see me the next day. Then he gets up and walks away in the opposite direction from his office and I wonder where he’s going that will take the rest of the afternoon.


6th June 1997

	My dearest daughter,

	Another year, another party. Your mother only throws her parties once a year these days, on your birthday, but for the first time you didn’t really want to be the centre of attention. I guess you’re just growing up and finding your own way in the world.

	You came out into the garden dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt, your hair down over your eyes, so tall already. Don’t be shy of your height, dear girl. I know it feels awkward now but it’s a beautiful thing. Don’t hide it.

	You were gone in the blink of an eye, pizza and the cinema with a friend is bound to be more attractive than hanging out with us old fogies. I know I caught your eye. I wonder if you remember me at all? This is the first time your mother has let me come back for over a decade. I think she thought I was going to spirit you away that night eleven years ago. She is terrified I’ll come between you. She sends my letters back every year.

	And yet still I write them, still I hope that one will get through. I want you to know that Frank tells me everything. I know that you hate maths and love reading. That you are reading Bleak House for the first time (a good choice), struggling but determined. I know that you hate your history teacher but have a flair for textiles and design. I know the netball team love you because you’re so tall.

	See, I told you to be proud of your height.

	One day I will get to tell you who I am, tell you my story.

	One day.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	I love you.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 9

	I’m standing outside a four-storey white stucco-fronted Georgian building about half a mile from Notting Hill Gate tube station. I know it’s Georgian and stucco-fronted, not because I know anything about property but because Edwin emailed me the property particulars last night. Bruce Baldwin’s flat is on the top floor.

	This wasn’t what I was expecting at all. I mean I know what the houses in Notting Hill look like – I had a friend at school who lived around here – but in my head I’d imagined some tumbledown artist’s garret under a railway bridge. I keep forgetting that my father was a millionaire.

	Edwin is running late again so I find a shady spot nearby to wait for him. My mind keeps slipping back to yesterday afternoon. Why was Edwin so evasive with me? Why is his phone always ringing? And where does he go when he’s not in the office?

	You’d think, considering he knows so much about me and knows how much secrets hurt, he might let me in a little bit. I realise I’m disappointed he wouldn’t talk to me because that means he doesn’t see this as any more than looking after a client’s daughter. Whereas I think it’s safe to say I might be developing a little crush on Mr Jones.

	He finally appears from the direction of the tube station, ten minutes late.

	‘Sorry, sorry,’ he says as he jogs up the street. He looks hot and stressed and devastatingly good-looking. I find myself wondering if he has a girlfriend, or three.

	‘How are you?’ he asks.

	‘Ridiculously nervous,’ I reply with a smile.

	‘Well shall we get it over and done with then?’ he says gently, as we walk towards the door.

	As we climb the stairs to the top-floor flat I feel that when Edwin opens that door he’s opening a Pandora’s box of my past and we’ll never be able to shut it again. This is it. This is where I really get to know my father. I slip my hand into my bag to touch the still unread letters. I’ve decided I want to speak to Mum before I read them.

	‘This is it,’ Edwin says to me as we stand outside a white door with a brass number six on it. I place the flat of one hand on the number.

	‘Are you ready?’ Edwin asks. I nod and he hands me the key but my hands are shaking too much to fit it in the keyhole. Edwin places one of his hands over mine to help and I feel that flicker of electricity again. I look up and catch his eye and he looks at me as if to ask if I’m OK. I nod and the next thing I know the door is open.

	‘Christ,’ Edwin says under his breath. ‘It’s worse than I remember. I’m so sorry, Julia. I should have done something about this before bringing you here.’

	It’s an absolute tip. There are half-painted canvases, easels and paints everywhere and the windows need cleaning. The whole place smells of turps – and underneath there’s another, more subtle smell of stale air and sickness.

	I turn to look at Edwin. I don’t really know what to say.

	‘I’m so sorry,’ he repeats quietly, noticing the look of shock on my face. ‘It’s going to need quite a bit of work and I suggest you keep all the canvases even if they don’t look like much. Some of the galleries will pay good money even for unfinished Baldwin originals.’

	‘God, Edwin, it’s not your fault. None of this is your fault.’

	He sighs and walks over to the window, which looks out over Holland Park. ‘Sometimes I feel as though it is my fault,’ he says quietly.

	‘Why?’

	‘I spent a lot of time with your father in the last few years of his life.’

	‘Here?’ I ask. I hope I don’t sound as though I’m accusing him of anything. Right now, I’m trying very hard not to be angry with everyone who knew Bruce Baldwin was my father and didn’t tell me.

	‘Sometimes here,’ he goes on, still looking out of the window. ‘Sometimes at the office. Sometimes we’d go out to lunch. But mostly at the hospital. I used to go to his appointments with him and then later, when he was dying, I’d visit him whenever I could.’

	I try to swallow down the feeling of jealousy that’s rising in my throat like bile.

	‘I always wanted to persuade him to meet you, just once,’ he says. ‘But I never could.’

	I don’t really know what to say, but I do realise that he is not the person I need to be angry with or jealous of. I’m overwhelmed with a horrible sense of loss for a man I never met. The whole situation is starting to become a bit too much and for the first time in a very long time I wish my mother were here.

	Edwin must sense my anxiety. ‘Would you like a bit of time alone?’ he asks.

	I nod. ‘If that’s OK.’

	‘I’ll be just outside,’ Edwin says as he shuts the door.

	I can totally see why my father bought this flat. The main living area, which he seems to have turned into an art studio as there is barely any furniture here at all, has floor to ceiling windows and the light is incredible. The wooden floorboards look like the original ones and I see that Edwin’s right, with a bit of cleaning and polishing this room could be amazing.

	I decide to leave the canvases underneath their covers for now; I’m not here to start the clean-up operation today. I wander through into a kitchen that looks, aside from the microwave, as though it has never been used. I’m starting to form a picture of the reclusive artist that was my father and it’s starting to make me feel very sad. If I’d have known him I could have cooked for him, cleaned up a bit, looked after him as he created his masterpieces.

	But maybe that was the point. People keep telling me about how all his work centred around the theme of lost children or lonely children and I wonder, had I been around, would he have had the inspiration to paint? Was I his muse in absentia?

	The rest of the flat isn’t quite as chaotic as the living area, although it’s all going to need a lot of work before it’s fit to put on the market, if I decide to put it on the market. I can’t do anything right now though as I have a growing and overwhelming need to talk to my mother. I have too many questions swimming about in my head that need answers. I hope she’s ready to answer them.

	I want to go home. I pick my bag up off the living room floor and head out into the hallway. Edwin is leaning against the banister texting somebody. He looks up when I come out and puts his phone back in his pocket.

	‘Are you OK?’ he asks.

	‘Not really, but Mum’s finally coming home from New York tonight so I’m hoping I’ll feel better after I’ve talked to her.’

	‘Give her my best won’t you,’ Edwin says as we walk back down the stairs again. As we head out of the building Edwin hands me a bunch of keys. ‘I need to head off now,’ he says glancing at his watch, ‘but these are the keys for the main door and flat door. The little key is for the rubbish store in the basement. Your bins have a six painted on them.’ He draws the number in the air with his index finger.

	‘I’ll be needing them.’ I smile, remembering the mess my father has left behind.

	‘I know this is a lot to take in, but on the plus side you could sell this flat for about two and a half million, or rent it out for two to three thousand a month.’

	‘Really?’ I’m astonished.

	‘Yes really.’ He smiles. ‘I told you that you were rich now. And remember, don’t throw any canvases away.’

	‘I won’t.’

	‘I’ll phone you soon, Julia.’


Chapter 10

	My mother’s flight has landed and Johnny and I are on tenterhooks waiting for the taxi to bring her home. To this day my mother still knows how to craft an entrance, even when the only audience is her daughter and elderly lover.

	The weather has finally broken and I find myself staring out of the window waiting for her, just like I did when I was a child, onto a grey and wet street. Every car that passes makes a swooshing noise in the puddles and I get butterflies in my stomach thinking it’s Mum. I’m spending a lot of time with butterflies in my stomach at the moment.

	My head is spinning. Seeing my father’s flat has made all of this very real and very scary. Suddenly I am a grown-up with adult responsibilities: money, tax bills, multiple properties and a real uncle I never knew I had. Not to mention the handsome Edwin Jones.

	I think about his hand on mine as I tried to open the door to the flat earlier today. The spark of electricity I felt when he touched me, coupled with that feeling of having known each other for ever. Which of course we have, if only I could remember it. I wish I knew if he felt it too, or if I’m imagining it.

	I shake my head as though to realign all my thoughts. There are much more important things to think about, and this idea of an arts foundation in my father’s name keeps coming back to me. I’m pondering this when a black cab pulls up outside and my mother gracefully steps out, dressed in killer stilettos and a cream mac. She doesn’t look a day over forty-five and certainly doesn’t look like she’s just stepped off a transatlantic flight. I have no idea how she stays so well-groomed all the time.

	On my seventh birthday my mother took me on a shopping trip to Selfridges. I was beside myself with excitement. I felt so grown-up and glamorous in the cab on the way there. She’d promised to buy me a new coat and shiny patent shoes.

	But I was a child who spent a lot of time alone; I wasn’t used to crowds or shops or having to do what other people wanted. Not then. I kept getting distracted by all the beautiful things and I wandered off and lost my mother completely. I found myself in the women’s clothing department with no idea how to get out or who to ask for help.

	In the end, I slipped in between a rail of coats and snuggled up there. It felt warm and safe. I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I remember is being in a cab on the way home and my mother trying not to be annoyed with me.

	Sometimes I still feel as though I’m a disappointment to my mother. Tonight is one of those times.

	‘She’s here,’ I call to Johnny as I watch the cab driver falling over himself to help Mum with her luggage.

	I hear her heels on the wooden floor in the hall and the wheels of her suitcase as Johnny takes it from her. They whisper furtively in the hallway for a few moments, reminding me of Edwin and his constant phone calls. There can’t be any more secrets in the whole world can there? I close my eyes to shield myself from the impending onslaught.

	‘Darling!’ my mother exclaims as she steps into the room. ‘Come out of the shadows and let me see you.’ I step towards her and let myself relax into her embrace. She smells of Elizabeth Arden’s Red Door and is four inches taller than me due to her shoes. I feel as though I’m ten years old again and I notice some of the anger I’ve been holding towards my mother melts away.

	Whatever she’s done, she’s still my mum. She was always there when I was sick, always ready to play the most bizarre of games that I made up on rainy afternoons. I give in to the hug, just for a few moments. I hadn’t realised how tired I was.

	She pulls away from me and holds me at arm’s length. I know she’s looking at my damp hair, unmade-up face and sweats fresh from my post-run shower. I can’t help feel she wishes I was glamorous all the time like her and I feel my hackles rise again.

	‘Still running?’ she asks.

	I nod.

	‘Good girl,’ she says, letting me go. She takes off her coat and sits down, kicking off her shoes. ‘I always wish I’d exercised more.’ She lights a cigarette with her gold lighter as if to demonstrate how unfit she is. She only smokes occasionally these days but I wish she wouldn’t.

	After a few moments of small talk, I realise it will be up to me to steer the conversation around to my father and the letters and the whole running away to New York thing.

	‘So,’ I say. ‘In the last two weeks, I have turned thirty, split up with my boyfriend, and I’ve inherited quite a lot of money, two London properties and an art studio from a father I never knew existed. Meanwhile my mother, who should have told me who my father was years ago, has been gallivanting in Manhattan. Who’s going to start the ball rolling with an explanation of events so far?’

	‘You’ve split up with Alec?’ my mother asks. Trust her to start with this one.

	‘Yes,’ I say. ‘But we’ll come back to that one.’

	She doesn’t say anything but instead gives me this look that has made me, and many others before me no doubt, do things her way. It has worked since the day I was born and will carry on working for some time still, so there is no point giving in. I tell her about Alec. And when I’ve finished I’m in tears again, which puts me in a weaker position when it comes to steering this conversation back to the things I want to talk about.

	Mum sighs and shakes her head. ‘I never did like that boy,’ she says. ‘He had strange eyes.’ Johnny comes in with glasses of champagne for everyone, which seems wildly optimistic, and hands me his handkerchief for the second time that week.

	‘Look, Mum,’ I say, trying to regain as much composure as I can, ‘we need to talk about Bruce Baldwin and everything that’s happened recently.’

	‘Why? You know everything now. Edwin’s made sure of that.’ I can’t work out if she’s angry or resigned.

	This gently, gently approach isn’t getting me anywhere.

	‘Mum, why did you send all his letters back?’

	That gets her attention. She sits up and puts her champagne glass down on the table between us.

	‘What letters?’ she asks in a failed attempt at nonchalance. I can see the panic rising.

	I pull the wad of still unopened and now slightly battered-looking envelopes out of my bag and put them on the table. Under her make-up my mother is looking quite green.

	‘The letters that Bruce Baldwin wrote to his daughter every year of her life on her birthday. The letters that have “return to sender” written on them in your handwriting.’

	‘Where did you get these?’ she asks, picking the top envelope up. I notice her hand is shaking.

	‘Bruce…my father gave them to Edwin to give to me. You’d proved full well you couldn’t be trusted to tell me a damn thing.’

	She puts the letter back down on the pile and starts to cry. I didn’t mean to make her cry. I wait, trying not to get angry. Trying to remember that she is grieving too.

	‘For years I kidded myself that I kept him away from you for your own good, that he was useless and a terrible influence. But there was more to it than that. He hadn’t touched a drink in twenty-seven years as far as I know and he saved our skins when he bought this house. I should have let him see you but I just couldn’t bear it. I loved him so much and he never really loved me, not in the same way.’

	She pauses and I hand her Johnny’s handkerchief. I notice that at some point Johnny has left the room again.

	‘He didn’t want me, you see, not once he’d cleaned himself up. He just wanted you. But if I couldn’t have him I didn’t want anyone else to have him either. I should never have done it. I should never have kept you and him apart.’

	Usually when my mother puts on this sort of display it’s a sympathy act for attention, but there’s something different about her today. Behind her defences she seems genuine, as though she really is sorry. The tears seem real.

	‘Since Bruce died though, I’ve known. I’ve known I had to face up to what I’ve done. And I’ve known I had to tell you. But I was so scared, Julia; I was so scared of how you’d react. That’s why I ran away to New York. I couldn’t bear it if you rejected me too. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. I should have told you that more often.’

	‘But you lost your career because of me,’ I say. It sounds harsher than I mean it to and I notice Mum swallow hard before she replies.

	‘I was thirty, Julia; my career was nearly over anyway. And you were such a beautiful little girl. You brought me so much joy. I didn’t want Bruce to take you away from me.’

	‘Mum, if what Edwin’s told me and what I’ve read about Bruce is true, it doesn’t sound much like he was able to look after me full-time. I think he just wanted to take me to the park now and then.’ I don’t say what I’m really thinking, that letting me in on the secret might have been nice too, but the words are there hanging between us unsaid.

	‘Bruce broke my heart and I never let it mend enough to let you meet your father. It was Johnny who helped me understand that, but by then it was too late.’

	‘Are you happy with Johnny?’ I ask.

	She nods. ‘He’s no Bruce Baldwin, but that’s probably a good thing. Johnny’s good for me. We’re good for each other.’

	‘And what about you and Marco di Palma?’ I say, trying to lighten the conversation a little, aware I won’t get much more from her today.

	She has the decency to look a little horrified.

	‘He told me the other day. I can’t believe how many people knew about my father and kept it from me.’

	‘They were just doing what I asked them to,’ she replies. ‘Be angry with me, Julia, not them.’

	One thing I’ve learned over the last few days is there’s no point being angry with anyone. What’s done is done; I know now. It’s like Edwin said in Hyde Park yesterday – the past is the past, although I’d love to know what he was referring to.

	There’s one thing I don’t understand though. One more question I need to ask.

	‘Why did he not just go behind your back to see me though?’

	Mum sighs. ‘I threatened to go public,’ she says. ‘I don’t know how much you know about Bruce Baldwin but he valued his privacy above everything. Even you I’m afraid. It’s one of the main things we argued about. I wanted to be stratospherically famous. He didn’t. He always wanted his art to be famous, not him. He thought of himself as just a conduit for the art or something. I told him if he made any attempt to tell you that he was your father, I would tell the press who your father was.’

	She stops, aware probably of the look of astonishment on my face.

	‘I know, I know,’ she says. ‘But like I say, be angry with me not them.’

	I realise that what I’m feeling isn’t anger. It’s a strange sense of abandonment, as if both of my parents used me as a pawn in their own battle. My mother always told me that she was happy alone, that she didn’t need a man to live her life, that marriage was an outmoded institution and that us girls were just fine as we were.

	Over the years this attitude crept into my own feelings, thoughts and beliefs. By not knowing my father and by thinking, maybe mistakenly, that we could live perfectly well without him I had decided that marriage wasn’t for me, that committing to somebody else wasn’t what I wanted. In the end it destroyed Alec and me and only Pen could see it for the rubbish that it was.

	‘I’m not angry,’ I begin, realising I’m nowhere near able to articulate how I feel yet. ‘I am curious as to why he kept writing the letters though.’ Not that either of us know what’s in them.

	‘I think that was like a kind of therapy. One of the tricks he learned in rehab. Writing letters to those you love and those you’ve hurt and those who’ve hurt you. He wrote me a few in his time too.’

	‘I always thought you weren’t meant to send those sorts of letters,’ I say, thinking back to something the counsellor at my school had said to me when I was going through a particularly bad time with Mum.

	‘You should read them though,’ Mum says. ‘I’ve no idea what they say and I don’t want to, but they are probably the only way you’ll get to know your father now.’

	And whose fault is that? I think. But I don’t say it. It really isn’t worth getting into an argument tonight. It’s late and I keep remembering what Johnny said about her grieving the love of her life. I can see she’s hurting.

	‘So, is Johnny going to move in permanently?’ I ask, changing the subject.

	‘Is that OK with you?’ she asks.

	‘Of course! I’m not really going to evict you; I can’t believe you’d think I would. In fact, I’m thinking of moving back myself.’

	She smiles and starts crying again.

	‘That would be lovely,’ she says and for once I think she genuinely means it.


6th June 1996

	My dearest daughter,

	I had a long and tedious meeting with my lawyer this week. He’s called Cedric Jones and he’s a friend of your mother’s, so I won’t say anything bad about him! He has two sons a little older than you: Edwin is just about to go up to Oxford and Robert is a year or two ahead of you at school. Robert plays a lot of rugby apparently. Cedric’s a good man and a good lawyer but he can be a bit pompous sometimes.

	Anyway, it turns out I’ve made quite a bit of money over the last few years. It’s hard to comprehend if I’m honest. More importantly I don’t know what to do with all the money. Even after the tax bills are paid I’m not sure what to do. I live a modest life these days – almost frugal. I have my flat and my studio and I know you and your mother are set up for life, so as I came home from Cedric’s office I found myself wondering if I could use the money to help other artists.

	I had a lot of help and support from tutors and other students when I was at art college. I didn’t have much money but there was always someone who would lend me some oil paints or a bottle of turps when I needed it. The thing I struggled with most, the thing we all struggled with most, was finding studio space – finding somewhere with enough room and the right kind of light to work in. Somewhere that wasn’t freezing cold, or damp or (the absolute worst) too dark.

	Wouldn’t it have been great if there’d been somewhere we could have rented by the day or half-day to work from, at reasonable rates? Somewhere where there were paints and easels and equipment that we needed. Somewhere we could just turn up to with an idea and get going: experiment, play. Somewhere big enough so over time it could grow into a community place to exchange ideas.

	And wouldn’t it be great if I could use my money to create this space now? To help art students, to encourage those who have never been encouraged, to support those who don’t have the good fortune of the support that I had. Wouldn’t it be lovely if I could create an Art Salon right here in London?

	I need to think about this, about the logistics of it. I need to talk to a few people, play around with some ideas. But I think it could work! And it could be something that’s there for generations of artists to come, something to leave to the art community. Something to leave to you.

	Something to make my daughter proud.

	Well, in the meantime I think I’ll take on an art student or two to work with me at the studio, just to see if I can bear to share my space again after all these years.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 11

	Most people dream of winning the lottery, of becoming overnight millionaires. They buy their lottery tickets and plan what they would do with the money should they be one of the chosen. I could never understand those people who said it wouldn’t change them.

	I’ll admit I’ve often dreamed of what I’d do if I were a millionaire. Pen and I have bought the occasional lottery ticket and imagined the island paradise we would live on when we won. What nobody tells you of course is that when the money hits your bank account it really doesn’t change you. You can pay off your debts, get a better car, buy a house, never worry about where the rent or the next meal is coming from again. But no amount of money is going to bring my dad back so I can get to know him. No amount of money is going to make me suddenly know what I want to do with my life. Ultimately here I still am, sitting in my childhood bedroom, not wanting anything to change at all and knowing that so much already has.

	It’s the early hours of Friday morning. It’s hard to believe that it’s only just over three weeks since I got that first email from Edwin. Back then I didn’t know who my father was and had a £500 overdraft and an almost maxed-out credit card. Was I happier then? It’s hard to remember.

	I’ve been up all night reading my father’s letters. I don’t feel I know anything more about him now than I did before. I have a strange sense of disappointment now I’ve read them; I was expecting them to answer so many questions but they have just raised more.

	I think the only way I’m going to get to know Bruce Baldwin is to start looking at his artwork. Graeme has already mentioned that several of his exhibitions were about lost children, fathers and daughters, that sort of thing. Maybe that will show me more than any letter or photograph ever can. I’m not sure how I’ll go about that though. Maybe Edwin will be able to help.

	The sun is rising over Kensington now and I realise this will be the perfect time for a run to allow my thoughts to settle. I pull on my running gear and quietly leave the house so as not to wake Mum and Johnny. I take my usual route down to Kensington Palace Gardens and across Hyde Park. As I approach Park Lane, I find myself wondering what Edwin is doing right now. Probably sleeping if he’s got any sense. I wonder who he’s sleeping next to, but quickly decide I don’t want to think about that. I realise I know very little about him. I don’t even know where he lives. Maybe I can pick Mum’s brains about that.

	Back at the house I shower and dress. There’s still no sign of life from Mum or Johnny so I make myself breakfast and sit in the garden. My mind soon returns to the letters. There was one thing that stood out amongst all the other random information about my father, his family and my mother’s behaviour. His idea of setting up an Art Salon: a fully equipped studio where young artists could work on their portfolios, as it’s so hard to rent any kind of decent space in London.

	I’ve been thinking about what I could do with some of the money I’d inherited since my meeting with the tax lawyers. I keep coming back to the idea of a charitable foundation or a trust in his name. Suddenly through his letters my father has let me know what it is I need to do. I have no idea how you would go about setting up an Art Salon but I’m sure it’s what Bruce Baldwin would have wanted. I’m excited and want to talk to someone about it.

	Despite it still not being 9 a.m., I find myself dialling Edwin’s mobile.

	He picks up after two rings.

	‘Julia, hello!’

	‘I’m sorry to phone so early.’

	‘No it’s fine, I’m already in the office,’ he says. Good to know he’s not still in bed with whoever it is he shares his bed with. ‘Can you just hold on one minute?’

	I hear him shuffling paper around and shifting his chair away from his desk. I imagine him stretching his long legs out, and along come those butterflies again. I push that thought away.

	‘Julia, how are you?’ He sounds pleased to hear from me.

	‘I’m good. I…I’ve decided to listen to the universe and move back to London permanently.’

	‘Fantastic,’ he says, laughing.

	‘Edwin, I finally read the letters last night.’

	‘All of them?’

	‘All of the ones you gave me yes.’

	‘How do you feel?’

	‘Good question.’ I sigh deeply. ‘I’m not sure yet. In a way, I think they raise more questions than they answer.’

	‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have given them to you.’ He sounds as though he’s talking to himself. ‘Perhaps some things are best left alone.’

	‘Oh, no not at all. I’m so glad you gave them to me. I needed to find out about my father in his own words and this is as close as I’m ever going to get. Did you think you shouldn’t have?’

	‘I did wonder. What if reading them now, after all this time, dug up stuff that maybe was best left in the past. If I hadn’t been able to change his mind about seeing you, what good would the letters do? It was Dad who insisted I gave them to you, he said that Bruce was our client first and foremost so we had to respect his wishes.’

	‘It was the right thing to do, Edwin; don’t worry,’ I say brightly, fearing the conversation is taking a depressing turn. ‘I mean, it certainly feels a bit weird that all this stuff was going on around me and I never knew about it, but I’m glad I know now.’

	‘Phew!’ Edwin jokes, but I can tell it’s been bugging him whether he did the right thing or not. I tell him a little bit about what my father had written about me, about Mum and about his life, although I’m not sure how much he already knows.

	‘There was something in the letters I wanted to talk to you about,’ I say after a while.

	‘Oh yes?’

	‘Well the other day, when I met with the tax lawyers, I had this idea that I should set up some sort of charity in my father’s name.’

	‘Yes, Simon mentioned something about that.’

	‘Who’s Simon?’

	‘Your financial advisor, Julia,’ he replies patiently. I knew I’d never remember which one was which.

	‘Anyway,’ I carry on, ‘it turns out that my father had been contemplating something similar.’ I go on to tell him about Bruce’s idea.

	‘Great minds think alike eh?’ Edwin says when I’m finished.

	‘Did he never mention it to you?’ I ask.

	‘No, but remember I was only his lawyer in the last few years of his life and he really wasn’t very well for most of that time.’

	‘I wonder why he never did it himself?’

	‘Who knows? I wonder if Dad knows anything about it. I can ask him if you like?

	‘Would you? That would be great.’ I pause. ‘I hope the reason he didn’t do it isn’t because it’s too difficult to do.’

	‘Nothing is too difficult to do, Julia,’ Edwin says confidently. ‘You just need to know who to ask. Have you any idea about a venue?’

	‘To be honest I hadn’t even begun to think about it yet. I just wanted to tell someone about the letters really. Although Bruce did mention he wanted it to be in London.’

	‘I wonder if your father’s old studio in Whitechapel would work?’ Edwin says, as though thinking out loud. ‘We could go and take a look together next week if you like? Maybe we could even meet Frank there too. I’m sure he’d want to be involved.’

	His enthusiasm is suddenly rather overwhelming. I forget how much is still left undone and unsaid. I haven’t spoken to my dead father’s brother in over a decade, and then of course I had no idea I was related to him. I still have the studio to look at. I’m sure there’s still paperwork. And on top of all of that I still want to know more about Edwin himself. Where he lives and, more importantly, who he lives with. He must notice that I’ve been quiet for a while.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I’m rushing ahead, aren’t I – forgetting how much there is for you to take in. It’s just…’ He pauses. ‘It’s just such a good idea. Such a good way to remember your father. Are you OK?’

	‘I’m OK,’ I say. ‘It’s just a bit much sometimes. I think I’m doing all right and then suddenly it hits me again how huge all of this is.’

	‘So, you’re back in London for good?’

	‘Yes. I’ll have to go and sort a few things out back in Cambridge at some point but yes.’ I realise that this decision feels like a huge relief. Maybe there’s something in all that New Age claptrap Pen spouts. Maybe the universe is looking out for me after all.

	‘Great, well have a think about how you want to do this, when you’d like to see the studio and when you’d like to meet Frank, and then give me a ring. In the meantime, I’ll have a chat with Dad and do a bit of research to see how one goes about setting up an Art Salon.’

	His enthusiasm is as infectious as it is overwhelming and I’m grinning despite my misgivings as I hang up the phone.


Chapter 12

	‘Johnny has been telling me about your new beau,’ my mother says over the top of the latest copy of Vogue magazine later that day.

	I’ve spent most of the day on my laptop, researching art salons. I’ve found out absolutely zero helpful information but I have been looking at a lot of paintings online, some by my father. I don’t really know what I think about them yet. I feel as though I need somebody to explain them to me, but from what I understand, Graeme was right about a lot of his work being about lost children and broken parent-child relationships. There is something very haunting and sad about the paintings I’ve looked at and it’s left me feeling rather flat.

	I hope Edwin’s been more successful with art salon research.

	‘What beau? What on earth are you talking about? I told you Alec and I have split up.’

	‘Not Alec. Edwin,’ she says, putting her magazine aside.

	‘For God’s sake, Mum, he’s your lawyer not my boyfriend.’ My mother is as bad as Pen.

	‘Well that’s not what I’ve heard.’

	‘What have you heard?’ I ask rolling my eyes at her.

	‘Marco di Palma tells me that you and he were looking very cosy the other night. He said he was at the point of asking you to get a room, but then you left suddenly.’

	‘Marco, as we both know, is prone to hyperbole.’ I reach over for the copy of Vogue as this conversation is going nowhere fast but she flicks my hand away from it.

	‘Where did you go?’

	‘I came home and I presume he went back to his, wherever that may be. Johnny will back me up.’ Although quite why he should have to I don’t know.

	‘So, you don’t know where he lives?’ she asks eyeing me suspiciously.

	‘No. Actually,’ I begin, hoping to get some use out of this odd conversation, ‘I was wondering if you might tell me a bit about him.’

	She raises her eyebrows. ‘Oh yes, and why would you want to know about him?’

	‘Just curiosity,’ I reply, nonchalantly.

	‘We’ve all known Edwin since he was a baby,’ she says in an offhand manner. I wonder what on earth that’s got to do with anything.

	‘Yeah, apparently he remembers me from when we were kids.’

	‘Does he now?’ she says archly. ‘Do you remember him?’

	‘No. Mum, what’s going on?’

	‘Edwin lives on the top floor of a converted house in Notting Hill, not far from where Bruce…’ she hesitates ‘…your father used to live. His brother lives on the ground floor and his father lives on the first floor.’

	‘So basically he still lives at home?’ I’m astonished. There was me thinking he slept next to a different beautiful woman every night in his minimalist bachelor flat.

	‘He lives in a self-contained apartment in what used to be the family home.’ She seems very defensive about all this. ‘And anyway, are you or are you not living at home yourself?’

	‘In case you’ve forgotten, Mother, this is my house.’

	‘Touché,’ she replies.

	‘Mum, why are you being so weird about Edwin? Why does he live at home, converted flat or not?’

	She sighs. ‘You’ll have to ask him. When are you seeing him again?’

	‘Next week. We’re going to talk about…’ I stop, realising I haven’t talked to Mum about the Art Salon idea yet.

	‘Well ask him about his brother,’ she says. ‘That’s all I’m saying.’

	*

	Marco is flicking his tea towel in an animated fashion at Edwin when I arrive at the restaurant the next evening. Edwin’s face, a mixture of amusement and bemusement, breaks into a grin when he sees me. Marco stops flicking as he turns around to greet me.

	‘Bella Julia!’ he exclaims smothering me in exuberant kisses. ‘I was just telling Mr Jones here how he has to treat you like a princess at all times!’

	‘I should think so,’ I reply, ‘the amount he charges per hour.’ Marco looks at me in a slightly bewildered way. I lower my voice. ‘He’s Mum’s lawyer, Marco. How many times do I have to tell you? Get me a glass of red, will you?’

	Marco wanders off, flicking his tea towel at some other unsuspecting customers. It’s heaving in here as usual and there’s barely room for me to squeeze into the seat opposite Edwin.

	I want to launch straight into a barrage of questions about his brother and why he still lives, to all intents and purposes, at home, but Johnny asked me to be sensitive.

	‘Don’t go in all guns blazing like your mother would,’ he said in the hallway as I left. ‘Edwin might not be ready to tell you and even if he is, be sensitive.’

	‘I’m nothing like my mother,’ I say, knowing full well I can be exactly like her a lot of the time and had every intention of just walking into the restaurant and asking him outright.

	‘Be sensitive,’ Johnny repeated.

	So I let Edwin do the talking. I let him tell me about the logistics of setting up a public art studio. This kind of bureaucratic nonsense bores me to tears, which is why I was such a terrible paralegal and it’s just as well I never made it to law school, but Edwin is excited and animated so I sit back and watch him, making the most of his continued good mood.

	He grins as he talks about planning permissions and insurances in that way only a lawyer would find interesting. He looks relaxed for once, his hair still damp from the shower, his polo shirt undone at the neck. I realise this is the first time I’ve seen him out of a suit.

	‘And I spoke to Dad,’ he says, stretching his legs out under the table so they brush against mine. I have no idea if it’s intentional or not.

	‘About Bruce’s ideas?’ I ask, trying not to notice the feel of his leg against mine as he stretches. Marco’s is not big enough for people as tall as Edwin. ‘What did he say?’

	‘Well, sadly by the time Bruce got around to talking to Dad about it, his heart wasn’t in it any more. He’d become very despondent about things.’

	‘In one of the letters, one of the last ones I think, he talked about how he’d never got around to it, but I couldn’t work out why. What was he so down about?’

	He looks faintly embarrassed. ‘Mostly about still not seeing you.’ He pauses. ‘But I know that’s not your fault, so please don’t feel guilty or think that I’m trying to say you should have tried to find him.’

	I sit up so I can concentrate more on the conversation, and ask the question I’ve been putting off for days.

	‘Edwin, have you any idea why Dad never came looking for me?’

	‘I thought your mother explained that,’ he says with a vague expression of distaste as though the whole situation makes him uncomfortable. He’s not the only one.

	‘Yes, yes she did but I mean later on. Once I was an adult. He must have known where I was?’

	Edwin nods once, confirming my suspicions.

	‘So, he could have got in touch with me after I left home without going through Mum. Without anyone knowing.’

	‘Julia, I think you need to appreciate how famous your parents were. If anyone had found out, it would have become public knowledge and that would have been hard for everyone. Especially you. Bruce never wanted to hurt you or put you in an uncomfortable position and…’ He pauses for a moment, looking away from me. ‘And he was terrified you wouldn’t want to see him.’

	‘Why would he think that?’

	‘He seemed to think he’d let you down. That he hadn’t done anything to make you proud.’

	‘How do you know?’

	He pauses for a moment. ‘He told me,’ he says. ‘He talked about it a lot towards the end. He loved you, or at least he loved the idea of you but…’ Edwin stops, pressing the bridge of his nose with his index finger and thumb.

	‘I’m sorry, Julia,’ he says eventually. ‘Like I said the other day, I tried to talk to him about seeing you. I tried to encourage him to meet you before he died, but he was adamant. I couldn’t change his mind.’

	‘Maybe I should have tried harder to find him,’ I say quietly. I feel there is something Edwin isn’t telling me, but he looks so sad I don’t want to push him.

	‘Maybe somebody could have told you,’ Edwin says, emphasising the ‘somebody’. There’s an edge to his voice and I wonder how he has felt keeping my mother’s secrets all these years.

	‘Well don’t you go feeling bad about that,’ I reply. ‘You were bound by client confidentiality.’

	He sighs and looks away from me again. I signal to Marco to come over to lift the atmosphere. Or at the very least clear the dirty plates.

	I try to steer the conversation back to the present and by the time we’re finishing up dessert and coffee, Edwin has told me all about my father’s studio in Whitechapel and how perfect it will be for the Art Salon.

	He pauses, grins at me. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I have a habit of taking over.’

	That smile makes my stomach flip over. The atmosphere has shifted away from the sadness of talking about my father and so I’m loath to ask the question that I’ve been waiting all evening to ask. But if I don’t do it now I never will.

	‘Edwin, Mum and Johnny, they…well…’

	‘What?’ His brow furrows; the smile disappears.

	‘They suggested I ask you about your brother.’ I’m looking down at my hands, which are resting on the table between us. ‘You don’t have to tell me of course but…’

	‘I do want to tell you,’ he says. ‘But not here.’ He places his hand on top of mine, just for a moment. ‘Let me pay and we’ll go for a walk.’

	*

	We walk the other way down the High Street, towards Earls Court and Holland Park. Edwin doesn’t say anything at first; he just puts his hands in his pockets and starts walking. He offers me his arm and pulls me a little closer. We’ve turned onto Phillimore Gardens before he finally speaks.

	‘I hated school,’ he says. ‘Didn’t fit in at all. I was as awkward and pompous then as I am now.’

	‘You’re not…’ I begin.

	‘I am. And we both know it,’ he interrupts with a small smile. ‘It wasn’t until Robert got there two years later that I started to feel even remotely comfortable. Rob’s more of a people person than me, he gets on with everyone, he’s the life and soul of any party. And he looked out for me. I know it’s usually the older brother looking out for the younger one but it wasn’t like that with us. I owe him a lot, you know?’

	I don’t know, having never had siblings, so I keep quiet and keep walking, waiting for him to continue.

	‘At the start of my second year at Oxford, Rob had an accident while playing rugby. He was brilliant at rugby; he was all set to play at County level but…’

	I want to say that Bruce had mentioned his brother’s passion for rugby in the letters but suddenly Edwin stops walking and pulls away from me.

	‘A tackle went wrong. Rob broke his back. He has a complete spinal injury between his first and second thoracic vertebrae.’

	‘What does that…’ I begin.

	‘Sorry, in layman’s terms it means he’s paralysed from the chest down. It means he’ll be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life.’

	I don’t know what to say. I’m sure there’s nothing I can say so I step towards him and place my hand on his arm until he’s ready to carry on. A man with a tiny pug walks past, glaring at us.

	‘The first year was the worst,’ he says, when the man and his dog have passed. ‘There were times when we didn’t think he’d make it. Life changed completely, but Dad insisted that I stay at Oxford, get my degree and go to law school so that I could take over the firm and he could be at home with Rob. That’s when I had the idea of using some of the insurance money to convert the house into three flats. One for each of us, with Rob on the ground floor in a specially adapted apartment. He can be quite independent these days to be honest but Dad likes one of us to be at home with Rob at all times. There are things that he’ll never be able to do for himself.’

	I don’t ask what; it’s not my business. I can take an educated guess.

	‘So, that’s where you disappear to and why your phone is always ringing,’ I say, selfishly pleased that it’s not off to meet one of the beautiful women I imagine him with.

	He nods. ‘His accident is also the reason your mum stopped the parties. Everything changed after that.’ All these years I thought it was because I’d made it clear I didn’t want the parties any more. How self-absorbed can I be?

	I have about a million questions running through my head but now is not the time to ask them.

	Slowly we start to walk back around towards Campden Hill Road again. ‘What about you?’ I ask. ‘What do you do when you’re not working or looking out for your brother?’

	‘Nothing much,’ he says, rather glumly. ‘I go to the gym, I hang out with Rob, I keep up to date on any developments in spinal injury treatment, stem cell therapy, that kind of thing. Rob has a nurse who comes in most days, so I hang out with him a bit too.’

	I look at him, surprised that his brother still needs regular professional care.

	Edwin sees the question in my face. ‘He sorts out his medication, painkillers, anti-inflammatories, does his physical therapy with him. Dad was very insistent that I didn’t become Rob’s primary carer. I’d have done it in a heartbeat but Dad thought it would change our relationship. Rob and I have always been close…’ He trails off, shrugs. It’s clearly still incredibly painful for him to talk about and I don’t want to push him.

	‘Oh and more recently,’ he goes on, ‘I’ve had the rather onerous job of looking after my client’s long-lost daughter!’ He smiles but it doesn’t reach his eyes and I can see he’s trying to force himself to be cheerful. Despite that, the smile still makes those butterflies in my stomach do a bit of a boogie.

	‘I’d like to meet your brother some time,’ I say, wishing my mother had given me a bit of a heads up about all of this. She really is terrible at telling people things they need to know.

	‘You should come over one day,’ he says, his awkwardness returning. ‘I think Dad would like to see you again too.’ I forget that all these people know me, know exactly who I am and where I came from. It still feels weird.

	‘That’d be lovely,’ I reply, touching his arm again. But as I do I feel him pulling away, just a little, as though he wonders if he’s told me too much.


6th June 2000

	My dearest daughter,

	I feel as though there is nothing to report this year. I feel that as the years go by there is less and less to report.

	I never did get around to doing anything about that community art space. I spoke to the lawyers and the accountants and everyone thought the Art Salon was a wonderful idea.

	But, when it came to it, the idea of it overwhelmed me. It was all I could think about for months, and the stress affected my art and my mood. It made me want to drink again. In the end I gave up on it all and just paid the huge tax bills. I’ve done a lot of things I’m not very proud of but never let it be said that Bruce Baldwin dodged his tax.

	This time next year you’ll be turning eighteen and you won’t need your old dad any more. Not that you’ve needed him so far. Not that you even know he exists. I’m sorry about that, Julia. I’ve tried to do the best by you, even if it might not seem that way.

	I’m still sober. Fourteen years and sixty days. I still go to meetings, work through the steps. I’ve been going to meetings daily recently because the temptation to drink again is getting stronger as I get older. I find myself sitting in bars, staring at the optics like they’re long-lost friends. And then I order a mineral water. Or I just leave. I’m never sure if anyone realises who I am.

	I raise that glass of mineral water to you, Julia; enjoy your last twelve months of childhood.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 13

	Edwin and I are standing outside what appears to be a derelict warehouse in the East End shaking hands with a man who is a memory from my childhood. It’s only 9.30 and the sun is beating down already. This is turning into one of those summers we dream of in Britain, but when it finally comes we have no idea how to cope with the heat and pray for rain.

	The last time I saw Frank I was in my early teens. He’d been living with us for a while and although I called him ‘Uncle Frank’ then, I had no idea he was, in fact, my uncle. He stands in front of me now holding both my hands in his looking like an older, clean-shaven version of the pictures I’ve seen of my father in his later life. His eyes are a mirror of mine and I realise for the first time that, although people tell me I look exactly like my mother, that’s not entirely true.

	I also realise I have no idea what to say to this man. There are so many questions and I don’t know where to start.

	‘Shall we take a look inside then?’ Edwin says, shaking the keys to my father’s studio, clearly sensing my discomfort.

	Edwin unlocks the big double doors and we all traipse in. Inside is magnificent and it completely takes my breath away. Nothing could have prepared me for this. From the outside it looks like an empty warehouse but in here you feel as though you are right in the heart of an artist. There are paintings in various stages of completion lining the walls but the energy of these paintings is lighter, happier, more at peace than those I saw in my father’s flat. This is it. This is where the Art Salon will be.

	‘This is where he painted when he was happy,’ Frank says making a beeline for a pile of canvases and beginning to sort through them. ‘He hadn’t been here for months though. Once he knew he was dying he shut this place up and did all his painting at home. He wanted me to use it, but I couldn’t. I never could paint anywhere near him.’

	Edwin tells me the space is about 4000 square feet and getting planning permission to turn it into a multi-occupational use shouldn’t be a problem. If I wanted to separate out the space into different rooms for different disciplines I could use partition walling.

	‘You could even create a mezzanine level,’ he says looking up at the vast heights above. ‘Have some smaller rooms up there. Maybe a sewing room?’ he goes on, nudging me.

	I smile. ‘I’m no artist,’ I say.

	‘Julia makes all her own clothes,’ Edwin says to Frank, pointing at the red and white striped sundress I’m wearing today. I did make this one but suspect it’s a lucky guess on Edwin’s part.

	‘Not all of them,’ I say, embarrassed.

	‘We’re all artists, Julia,’ Frank says. ‘Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.’

	Edwin wanders off and Frank takes me to one side and starts showing me some of my father’s work. He seems to be able to talk to me more easily if he has a Bruce Baldwin original in his hand. I recognise one of the paintings from my internet search.

	‘Ah yes, this one was in his very first exhibition,’ he says, holding up the abstract painted in acrylic. ‘He sold all his work that night, but this one wasn’t for sale. This was the title piece of the exhibition.’

	‘What’s it called?’ I ask. I’m nervous about the answer I’ll hear.

	‘For the Girl,’ Frank replies. ‘And that girl, if you hadn’t gathered from your internet searches, was you.’

	‘I have a friend who loves Bruce’s work,’ I say. ‘I’d never really paid him much attention until recently. I don’t know if Edwin’s told you this but I hadn’t heard of Bruce Baldwin until Edwin first emailed me.’ I feel myself blush with embarrassment.

	Frank nods with a smile. ‘Yes, he mentioned it.’

	‘Anyway, this friend of mine said that a lot of his work focused on lost children, and fractured relationships. Was that because of me?’

	‘Yes,’ Frank says quietly, looking again at the picture in his hand. ‘Partly it was about his own relationship with our parents, which was never very good, but much of it was because of you. You inspired him.’

	I swallow. ‘Can you tell me about him?’

	‘Oh, he was always my hero,’ he says. ‘Even when we were boys, I would follow him everywhere he went. And when he went to London, I was hot on his heels. I got into St Martin’s of course, but I was never as good as him. Always in his shadow. He could really have been somebody, but he always wanted the art to speak for him.’

	‘That’s what Mum said.’

	Frank goes very quiet then, looking at the paintings.

	‘You should come over and see Mum and Johnny some time,’ I say trying to break the silence. ‘I don’t know what you all fell out about back then, or why you moved out, but I know Mum would love to see you. She won’t admit it of course.’

	He smiles. ‘Your mother got tired of me I think. I tried to keep an eye on you and let my brother know how you were but I also tried to get her to tell you who your father was. It wasn’t the only reason I lived at Campden Hill Road, but it was one of them.’

	‘Please don’t tell me you had an affair with her too!’

	He looks at me startled and then bursts out laughing. ‘God no! Why who else did?’

	‘They all seem to be coming out of the woodwork at the moment,’ I say, non-committally. It has crossed my mind that Edwin’s father may have been one of my mother’s lovers, but I’ve decided not to think about that one too much.

	‘No, Bruce wasn’t the only one with an addiction, sadly,’ Frank goes on. ‘Gambling was my drug of choice and your mother kindly put me up when I was first in recovery. I’d lost most of my money you see. Your mother always wanted to do the right thing but her jealousy and obsession with Bruce always got in her way.’

	‘Honestly, I think it’s water under the bridge now,’ I say with more confidence than I feel. ‘I’m sure she’d love to see you again.’

	We lapse back into a more comfortable silence as Frank continues to sort through the many, many canvases.

	Edwin comes back clutching a handful of papers and starts boring us all to tears with the ins and outs of planning law again. It turns out I need to apply for planning permission to turn what is essentially still a warehouse into a venue to accommodate members of the public. It will, of course, involve yet another trip to a lawyer.

	‘And I presume Jones & Cartwright have such a lawyer to milk me further of my fortune?’ I ask jokingly.

	‘You presume correctly,’ Edwin replies with a grin that could melt a heart of stone.

	‘Found it!’ Frank crows triumphantly.

	He wasn’t just randomly sorting through paintings then. Edwin and I go over to see what it is that he’d been searching for.

	It’s rather abstract, big swirls of yellow and blue and green, but it’s quite clearly a picture of a man dancing with his young daughter. It’s rather sweet but, even though I know very little about these things, it doesn’t seem to be Bruce Baldwin’s best work. I’m wondering if it is in fact one of Frank’s paintings, remembering what he just said about living in his brother’s shadow, when I realise Frank and Edwin are looking at me.

	‘What?’ I ask.

	And then it hits me.

	This isn’t any man dancing with his small daughter. This is Bruce Baldwin and me.

	I need to sit down but there aren’t any chairs. We need chairs in here, I think irrationally and completely off topic. I feel dizzy.

	‘Are you OK?’ I hear Edwin ask.

	‘That was the night I danced with my father to Penny Lane,’ I say.

	‘You can remember that?’ Frank asks.

	‘I think it’s my earliest memory. Were you there?’

	He nods.

	‘Were you?’ I ask Edwin.

	‘Yup,’ he replies. ‘Although I was only eight; I didn’t really know what was going on.’

	I look at these two men standing in my dead father’s art studio and realise, once again, how much my life has changed in the last month. How the quiet life I lived in Cambridge is ebbing away and the holes that had been left by never knowing who my father was are starting to be filled. I think I’m going to cry again when Edwin clears his throat suddenly and announces it’s time for lunch.

	*

	We eat scampi and chips and drink beer in a local pub as Frank regales us with stories of his childhood in Yorkshire and the scrapes he and Bruce got into as kids. An awful lot of them seem to revolve around stealing cider and cigarettes which, given the reputations of both of them, shouldn’t be much of a surprise.

	‘Did you miss him when he went to London?’ I ask.

	‘Desperately. It was just me and Dad at home then, and Dad wasn’t the most talkative of people. It wasn’t a lot of fun, but it gave me the impetus to work hard at school to make bloody sure I’d get into St Martin’s too, although looking back it’s a miracle I did really. I’ve often wondered if I got in on the Baldwin name alone.’

	I smile as he carries on talking about him and his brother in London but I’m not really listening. My head is whirling with a million thoughts about who I am and where I’ve come from and what life would have been like if I’d known my father. I’ve been trying hard not to think too much about all of this, but I can’t help wondering if things would be different. Would I still have made the same mistakes? Would I still have been so scared of commitment? Would I have gone to law school? There are some things, I realise, that we will never know. Thinking about the ‘what ifs’ isn’t very helpful. I should be thinking about the ‘what nows’.

	Edwin gets up to pay the bill and Frank takes this as his cue to leave. ‘I can see you’ve got a lot to think about so I’ll leave you youngsters to it,’ he says. ‘Look after that painting wisely.’

	I smile and place a protective hand on the canvas of my father and me dancing that Frank has wrapped up for me. I’m not quite sure how Mum will like that hanging in the house but there are some things she’s going to have to put up with.

	‘I will,’ I say, standing up to hug my uncle goodbye. ‘Thank you so much for today, for the painting and the stories and for being my uncle. I’ll see you soon? You’ll help with the Art Salon, won’t you?’

	‘Oh of course I will, Julia. Nothing would make me happier. And, Julia?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Go gently with Edwin. He’s not had an easy life, and it looks like he’s finally met someone who …’ he pauses ‘…well someone he’s very fond of.’ And with a wink at me and a wave to Edwin, he’s gone. I sit down and feel slightly deflated, and more than a little confused. I’m very aware of how I feel about Edwin but I certainly hadn’t got the impression that he felt anything for me other than an obligation to keep his promise to my father.

	‘He’s a nice guy – Frank,’ Edwin says, as he sits back down next to me. ‘He’ll look after you.’

	‘Do I need looking after?’

	Edwin looks at me. ‘Everyone needs looking after,’ he says.

	‘Who looks after you?’

	‘What do you think of Bruce’s studio?’ he asks, ignoring my question.

	‘It’s perfect. I can see exactly what he had in mind when he talked about the Art Salon in his letters. Do you really think we could do this?’

	‘Absolutely,’ he says, meeting my eyes and smiling that smile that could light up a whole room.

	I find myself wondering what Frank meant by treating Edwin gently, why he left so suddenly to leave us ‘youngsters’ alone. Edwin’s still looking at me and I find myself wondering what it would be like to kiss him.

	‘What are you up to this weekend?’ he asks, breaking the silence.

	‘I thought I might go back to Cambridge for a few days,’ I say as calmly as I can, my pulse still racing. ‘I still have quite a bit to sort out there…’

	‘I’m sorry, I’m holding you up aren’t I?’ he says, standing up. ‘Can I walk you back to the tube station?’

	‘Um…yes OK.’ He suddenly seems in a hurry to leave as though he knew what I was thinking about kissing him.

	‘I’ll carry that if you like,’ he says taking my painting from me.

	We walk side by side, not touching. There’s a strange sense of awkwardness between us, as though a line has been crossed and we both know we can’t go back. I try to think of something I can say to break the silence but I can’t. I just keep walking, acutely aware of his presence next to me.

	‘Are you OK?’ I ask tentatively when we get to Whitechapel station.

	‘I’m fine, Julia, really.’ He puts his hand on my back, between my shoulder blades, as he gives my painting back to me. ‘When you’re back, would you like to come out for a drink or something, as friends rather than lawyer and client’s daughter?’ He blushes slightly as he asks and my stomach flips over.

	‘That would be lovely,’ I reply.


Chapter 14

	I’m standing on the concourse at Kings Cross waiting for the platform announcement for the next train back to Cambridge. The heat, like my mood, is oppressive and the whole world seems to be trying to get out of London. There’s a storm brewing and I hope I can get back before it hits.

	I hadn’t really planned to go back to Cambridge again so soon but there was something I’d forgotten, something I was desperate for, something I’d been thinking about since Edwin first told Frank I made my own clothes.

	Some people meditate, some go to church, some, like my mother, shop as though it is a religion. I run and I sew. I’ve been able to run relatively regularly since I found out about Bruce Baldwin, but I haven’t sewn in ages and I miss it desperately. I miss my sewing machine. I miss the feeling of fabric between my fingers, the excitement and nervousness of that first swipe of the scissors against new material, the possibility of what might be.

	I haven’t created since before my birthday, before all of this started, before Edwin’s big announcement. All the talk of my father, of his art, of his letters, of his need to create has made me want to create too. I need to sew some clothes!

	A sudden wave of people begins to rush towards Platform 9 as the Cambridge train is announced. My overnight bag cracks against my shins as I let the seemingly billions of Cambridge-bound travellers through the gates ahead of me. The chances of my getting a seat are slim to none.

	As the train moves away from the station I lean against the luggage rack and allow my thoughts to turn to Edwin again; Frank’s gentle warning echoes in my head. Go gently. Go gently with the guy who’s spent his adult life looking after his paraplegic brother and running his father’s law firm, the guy who seemingly doesn’t have friends, never mind a girlfriend, the guy who seems to be so different from the man I thought he was just a few weeks ago.

	But I am still raw after Alec. You can’t walk out of a ten-year relationship completely unscathed. I’m not even sure if I want another relationship. I’m not even sure I’m capable of it. And after all the secrets I’ve heard over the last few weeks, I’m not even sure who I am or how I feel any more.

	I guess that’s why I’m sitting here on this train heading back to the city I’ve called home for the last twelve years. I need to get away from Marco’s restaurant, from my mother’s house, that turns out to be my house, from my new uncle, from my mother’s solicitor. I need to work out what I want, where I want to go from here, what I want to do for a living. I might not have any money worries ahead of me any more, but that doesn’t mean I want to be a lady of leisure for the rest of my life.

	I need some time on my own. Some time and space to find out who I am again, to see if I can dig out any of those dreams I had as a teenager, the dreams that disappeared somewhere along the way.

	It’s starting to get dark outside the train windows even though it’s only late afternoon and, as the train leaves Stevenage station, I hear the first rumbles of thunder. By the time we’re at Letchworth lightning is flashing and the rain is coming down so loudly that all conversations in the train carriage have stopped. By Baldock we’re at a complete standstill. All we’re being told is that some of the electricity cables have been struck by lightning and there will be a delay.

	I rest my head in my hands and wait. This is as good a place as any to think about the future.

	*

	Four horrible, stuffy, unpleasant hours later I finally emerge from Cambridge station and join the taxi queue for a cab back to Pen’s house. I started to make a list on the train entitled ‘Things I enjoy doing’. I got as far as writing ‘running’ and ‘sewing’ before some moron with sweat patches under the arms of his man-made fibre shirt told me with a leering smile on his face that I could add him to the list, at which point I closed my notebook.

	But the fact of the matter is that they are the two things that do bring me the most pleasure, and while I may have left it a bit late to become a professional athlete, making a living from my apparent skill with a needle and thread does appeal. A comment Edwin made a couple of weeks ago in the Thai restaurant about my making clothes for a living pops back into my head.

	Edwin again! I try not to think about him as I finally reach the front of the taxi queue and climb into my cab.

	The streets of Cambridge are glistening after the rain but the temperature doesn’t seem to be any cooler. I’m grateful to be sitting in the air-conditioned Prius, even if it is only going to be for ten minutes or so. I was hoping the storm would have cleared the air as well as my head but it doesn’t seem to have done either.

	I direct the cab through the alleyway behind our house and the driver gets my bag out of the boot of the car. I pay him and stand outside the back of the house. All the lights in the house are on, music is playing and I can hear the voices of a lot of people.

	I let myself in, and as I walk into the kitchen Graeme is standing behind the door.

	‘We were wondering when you’d finally get here!’ he cries, thrusting a glass of something sparkling at me. ‘Welcome to the party!’

	*

	Pen hadn’t mentioned a party when I phoned to say I was coming back to Cambridge for the weekend, but I’m glad of the distraction. Pen’s parties have always been legendary. In Cambridge they are almost as famous as my mother’s parties were in 1970s’ London. If I know even a quarter of the people who come to them I’m lucky, but Pen knows everyone.

	It’s still so warm and, now that the rain has stopped, everyone is spilling out into the garden again, pushing past Graeme and me as we stand in the doorway. People I haven’t seen in ages and some I’m not sure I know at all stop to congratulate me on my windfall as though it’s just a random lottery win. People always focus on the good stuff I suppose.

	‘I hear you’re leaving too,’ I say to Graeme.

	‘Pen told you about the café?’

	‘It sounds fantastic, Graeme – everything you’ve ever dreamed of!’

	‘Well, nearly everything,’ he replies wistfully. I’m about to ask him if he’s all right when Pen barrels into the kitchen.

	‘Julia, you’re finally here!’ she shouts, wrapping her arms around me. I think she’s had more than a glass or two of the sparkling stuff.

	‘What’s all this in aid of?’ I ask. ‘You never said you were having a party.’

	‘Well everyone’s leaving,’ she replies. ‘So, I thought we’d mark the occasion. Anyway, who needs an excuse for a party?’

	‘Alec’s off to America next week,’ Graeme interrupts.

	‘Alec’s here?’ I ask.

	‘Oh, you don’t mind do you?’ Pen says, grinning. ‘I thought it would be nice for you two to see each other again.’

	‘I thought you thought he wasn’t the guy for me, and that there were signs from the universe!’

	‘Yes, but on refraction…reflect…reflection,’ she stammers tipsily, ‘I thought you also needed closure. So go find him. Talk to him!’

	I catch Graeme’s eye over the top of Pen’s head and he holds his hands up to show this is nothing to do with him.

	Alec is, as usual, surrounded by fawning acolytes. Cambridge is full of people with PhDs but you don’t come across them outside of university circles very often. Alec is an exception to that rule, still believing himself to be a student at heart, and is always surrounded by his own students and all the people who wish they could do a PhD. It takes for ever to get him on his own.

	‘Come out into the garden with me,’ he says. ‘It’s quieter out there.’

	We perch on the edge of a wall. The garden has cleared a little now; there’s just a small group of stragglers sitting around the table. The familiar smell of marijuana floats over towards us.

	‘Brings back memories eh?’ I say.

	Alec smiles. ‘We had some good times, didn’t we?’

	‘I’m sorry about walking out on you in the pub,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry about spilling the drinks all over you and leaving you there.’

	‘It doesn’t matter,’ he replies. ‘You’d been through so much already that week. Why didn’t you tell me Bruce Baldwin was your father?’

	‘It didn’t feel real. Nothing felt real then, and then you announced you were off to America and…’ I pause; it’s hard sometimes to believe so much has happened in less than a month. ‘I felt as though my whole world had fallen apart in forty-eight hours.’

	He drapes his arm around my shoulders. ‘Sometimes,’ he says, quietly, ‘sometimes, when it seems like everything is shattering around you, it’s actually a good thing. It opens you up to new things, new opportunities, new horizons.’

	‘So everyone keeps telling me.’

	‘Well maybe you should listen. Pen tells me you’re moving back to London.’

	‘It feels like that’s where my future is. I don’t know what that future will be yet though.’

	Everything feels very safe, sitting here in this garden with Alec’s arm draped around me. Over the last couple of weeks I’ve felt so adrift, so to be back in such familiar surroundings makes me feel anchored again, even if I know it’s only temporary. When Alec leans down to kiss me I let him, and though the kiss only lasts a few seconds, it fills me with a sense of warmth and comfort.

	‘What was that for?’ I ask.

	‘Old times’ sake,’ he says. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t tell the lawyer.’

	‘What lawyer?’

	‘The one Pen tells me you’re dating.’

	‘I’m not dating anyone. Pen’s full of it.’

	He laughs then, that familiar sound that I’ve known for so long. I wonder if this is the last time I’ll see him, the last time I’ll hear him laugh. I lean my head against his shoulder.

	‘I left a box of your stuff in your room,’ he says. ‘Some memories. Just in case.’

	‘In case of what?’

	He shrugs. ‘Just because our lives are going in different directions doesn’t mean I’ve just stopped caring about you, you know?’

	I nod. Of course I know.

	‘Are you going to be all right?’ he asks after a while.

	‘I’m going to be just fine,’ I reply. And for once I almost believe it.


6th June 1991

	My dearest daughter,

	Step three of the twelve steps is surrender. It’s about accepting you have no control, that trying to control your life is what has led to your addiction in the first place and to move on you must surrender control of your life into the hands of a higher power.

	I’d been to rehab twice during the 1970s and I’d failed dismally both times. The first time I didn’t even make it through six weeks. I failed both times because I couldn’t believe in a benevolent higher power; I couldn’t believe that such a god would have let my mother be taken from me. How could I hand control of my life over to such a being?

	But then you were born, my precious girl, and I realised that I had been wrong. How could a creature as beautiful as you be part of me? How could a tiny baby crack through my well-protected, hardened heart? It had to be a miracle.

	You were a miracle, my darling, and you were the one who made me realise I could begin to surrender. That I had to surrender to survive. And I had to survive for you.

	Am I really writing to an eight-year-old about rehab? It’s no wonder your mother doesn’t let you read these letters, but I just want you to know that you saved my life. Thank you for being you.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 15

	I blink my eyes open and try to get my bearings. I’m looking at the grey walls in my bedroom in Campden Hill Road. I don’t know what my teenage self was thinking painting this room grey. It’s thoroughly depressing and if I’m going to be staying here indefinitely then that needs to change.

	I roll over to look at the clock on my bedside table. It’s saying midday, which can’t possibly be right. That means I’ve slept for thirteen hours! I haven’t done that since I was around the same age I was when I painted these walls grey.

	After everything that’s happened I suppose it’s no real wonder that I’m sleeping like a teenager again. I haven’t been sleeping very well since I found out about Bruce Baldwin being my father. Pen’s party must have been the final straw and my body seems to have just shut itself down for a while. I feel as though I could sleep for another thirteen hours but I’m also hungry so I haul myself out of bed and into the shower.

	I spend longer than usual under the shower spray, turning it up so hot that my skin can barely stand it, despite the heat of the day. I feel as though I’m purging myself, starting again. Now is as good a day as any.

	Pen and I spent most of Saturday and Sunday talking; Saturday lying hung-over in the living room amongst the party debris, promising ourselves that we’d clean up after one more cup of coffee. It was Graeme who cleared up in the end; it’s always been Graeme who’s cleared up after us over the years. They both seemed a little too interested in the fact that Alec kissed me, even though I insisted it was a goodbye kiss.

	‘But what will Edwin say?’ Pen asked.

	‘Well it doesn’t have much to do with him, does it?’ I noticed her exchange a glance with Graeme.

	‘How do you feel about Edwin?’ she pressed.

	I didn’t say anything straight away and my silence spoke volumes so I decided to be honest. ‘I feel a lot of things,’ I admitted. ‘But I don’t know if I’m ready to feel anything, and there’s so much else going on.’

	Pen looked at me then, chewing on the end of her finger, and nodded. I thought she was going pursue the subject but she went back to complaining about her hangover. It was odd behaviour for Pen really.

	Then, on Sunday, while Graeme was at work, over brunch, she told me something that explained everything. She told me she was in love with Graeme.

	She didn’t want to talk about it. She felt that she’d left it too late.

	‘Why did you never tell me?’ I asked.

	‘Because I never told anyone. Didn’t you ever wonder why I never dated anyone?’

	‘I didn’t think it was any of my business.’

	Pen was still grieving the death of her grandmother when I first moved in with her that summer ten years ago. She’d just inherited the house and had moved from her rented flat by the river. She was already close to Graeme then and he became as much a fixture in my life as she did that summer. They had always been close. It never occurred to me that they could be anything other than friends.

	‘This café is Graeme’s dream,’ she said. ‘I can’t ruin it by telling him I love him now. It’s too late.’

	‘What will you do?’

	‘I thought I might move away from Cambridge for a while to be honest,’ she replied. ‘With you gone, Graeme gone and Alec gone it’s just not going to be the same.’

	‘I’ve told you that I don’t have to leave if you don’t want me to.’

	‘Yes, you do,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s time you started doing something for you. Or someone,’ she finished with a wink.

	‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I asked, even though I know what’s coming.

	‘Edwin Jones of course.’

	‘We’ll see,’ I said, finishing up my Bloody Mary. ‘I’ll keep you posted.’

	*

	And now, on Monday lunchtime, as I comb my hair after the shower and start to make my way downstairs I realise that Edwin is here talking to Mum. My stomach makes its familiar flutter and I wonder what he’s doing here.

	Mum and Edwin are sitting on the sofa together. They both look ridiculously beautiful and glamorous, especially compared to me with my damp hair and scruffy clothes.

	‘Darling,’ Mum says. ‘You’ve slept so long I was worried. I didn’t want to wake you though; you’ve been through so much.’

	I smile tightly. I’m not in the mood for my mother.

	‘Come and sit down,’ she goes on. ‘I’ll go and get you a coffee.’

	As she leaves the room I sit down opposite Edwin. He looks at me.

	‘What are you doing here?’ I ask. It sounds more suspicious than I mean it to.

	‘Just seeing how your mum is,’ he says. ‘You don’t think Bruce let her run her own trust fund do you, after her financial history?’ He smiles, but he looks tired – as though he’s weighed down by my family’s problems. ‘How was Cambridge?’ he asks.

	I tell him about the party, leaving out the bit about Alec kissing me. I suddenly feel guilty about that kiss as though I’ve somehow cheated on Edwin.

	As I fall silent his brow furrows. ‘Are you OK?’

	‘Oh I don’t know,’ I sigh. ‘It felt weird being back in Cambridge, as though I didn’t fit in. As though it wasn’t my home any more.’

	‘Well it isn’t really, is it?’

	‘I’m taking this whole situation as the sign from the universe that Pen said it was.’ The corner of Edwin’s mouth twitches as he tries to stop himself smiling. ‘I think moving back to London is the right decision. It’s time to start again, time to sort all of this out.’

	Edwin nods, leans back on the sofa.

	‘I was telling your mother about the Art Salon idea,’ he says, changing the subject as Mum comes back into the room with a fresh pot of coffee.

	‘It’s such a wonderful idea, darling,’ she says. ‘It’ll be great to finally do something with that horrible old studio.’

	‘You like the idea?’

	‘Yes,’ she says quietly. ‘Johnny and I have talked a little about what we could do to remember Bruce but neither of us could think of anything suitable. We were going to talk to you about it as soon as things…’ she pauses ‘…settled a little more.’

	‘I’ve had an idea about it that I wanted to run past you,’ Edwin says. ‘But it can wait if you like.’

	‘No, tell me,’ I reply. The thought that Mum likes this idea of mine has given me hope that it’s possible.

	‘I thought we could open on Bruce’s birthday.’

	I don’t say anything. I have no idea when my father’s birthday is.

	Edwin realises why I’m not saying anything before my mother.

	‘God, I’m sorry, Julia,’ he says. ‘You probably don’t know when…’

	‘When is his birthday?’ I interrupt.

	‘Seventeenth of September,’ they reply in unison. Then they glance at each other, a strange look passing between them, as though nobody is sure whose job it is to tell me stuff any more.

	‘That doesn’t give us much time,’ I say, counting the weeks off in my head. It’s nearly July already.

	‘Perhaps,’ Edwin replies, ‘but it’s not impossible. Would you like to meet up at the studio later in the week and talk about it some more?’

	I nod. ‘Sure, that’d be great. Just let me know when.’ I speak with more enthusiasm than I feel. I’m suddenly incredibly tired, my earlier thoughts of starting again with the determination my father did after he gave up drinking being replaced with a desire to curl up in bed again.

	Edwin stands up, looking at his watch. ‘On that note I’d better go,’ he says. Mum stands up too, touching his arm.

	‘Don’t be a stranger,’ she says as she walks to the door with him.


Chapter 16

	‘What was that about?’ I ask as she comes back into the room.

	‘What?’

	‘“Don’t be a stranger,”’ I mimic.

	I turn away from her. I can’t bear it today.

	‘You’re being ridiculous, Julia,’ she says. ‘I just thought he might be good company for you.’

	‘I don’t need company.’

	‘What’s going on between you two?’ she asks, sitting down in front of me so I can’t ignore her.

	I shake my head. ‘Nothing.’

	She reaches over to take my hand. ‘Rubbish. I’m your mother. He didn’t come over here to tell me about the Art Salon; that was just a pretext. It was you he wanted to see.’

	‘Really?’ The butterflies in my stomach do a little dance. ‘How do you know?’

	‘Like I said, I’ve known Edwin his whole life, most of which he spent without his mother. He’s like a son to me, him and his brother. After Robert’s accident…’

	She stops as I pull my hand away from her.

	‘How cosy for you all,’ I say. ‘You and your surrogate sons all hiding the secret of my paternity.’

	‘Julia, it wasn’t like that.’

	‘What was it like then, Mum? You tell me what it was like.’

	‘Edwin only found out when he took over the firm, by which time he couldn’t tell anyone as he was our lawyer and we told him not to. As far as I’m aware Robert only found out very recently. Besides, I think Robert might have had more pressing things to worry about over the years than who your father was.’

	I take a deep breath and ignore the pang of guilt I feel. Of course Robert’s life has been harder than mine. But that’s not the point right now.

	‘Why didn’t you tell me? I don’t want to hear all that about how you were scared he’d take me away, or that you were too in love with him or that he cherished his privacy too much. I want to know why you didn’t tell me once I was an adult so I could, at least, make my own mind up about it.’

	‘What would you have done if I had told you?’ she asks.

	I look at her. ‘I haven’t got a clue. Answer the question. Why didn’t you tell me?’

	She leans into the back of her chair, looking down at her hands, which she’s wringing slowly in her lap. I notice for the first time how old her hands look, the beginnings of age spots on the back of them.

	We sit like that for what feels like hours but is probably only a moment or two. Just as I think she isn’t going to answer she takes a deep breath in.

	‘I was always afraid he’d reject you,’ she says.

	‘What?’

	‘I was scared that if I let you get to know him, or I told you where he was he’d reject you like he did me. I thought you’d get to know him again and just as you started trusting him he’d reject you for his paintings or he’d start drinking again.’

	‘Is that how you felt?’ I ask. ‘That he rejected you for his paintings and for alcohol?’

	‘When I first met him I had only just arrived here from America. My parents had rejected me, practically disowned me. You remember I told you about that?’

	‘Vaguely,’ I reply. ‘They didn’t want you to be a model, or move to London.’

	She laughs harshly. ‘They did not. But I did it anyway and I never really spoke to either of them again. When I met Bruce he became everything to me. Him and my agent and Cedric were all I had here. After Bruce left and my agency dropped me, Cedric was all I had.’

	‘Edwin’s dad?’

	She nods. I wonder again about the nature of that relationship between her and Edwin’s father. But I don’t ask. It’s not really something I want to think about too much. Instead I wait for her to continue.

	‘Rejection is hard,’ she goes on. ‘It’s part of life and it happens to everyone, I know that now. It’s what makes us stronger. What’s that saying about falling down nine times and getting up ten?’

	‘Jon Bon Jovi said that didn’t he?’ I say with a smile, but she doesn’t seem to hear me.

	‘I wanted to protect you from what I went through. I thought if I could stop that happening to you then maybe your life would be happier than mine. It’s why I was so reluctant about you applying to Cambridge. What if you hadn’t got in?’

	‘I did get in though. And if I hadn’t I’d have dealt with it and gone to Bristol or Durham like everyone else.’

	She looks at me then. ‘Yes you would. You’re stronger than I ever was, Julia. You get that from him I think. From your father.’

	‘And if I’d got to know him and he’d rejected me I’d have dealt with that as well. But at least we’d all have known and you wouldn’t have had to keep this huge secret my whole life; you wouldn’t have had to make Edwin and Johnny and bloody Marco keep this huge secret. And I wouldn’t have had to find out after my father was dead that he rejected me anyway because of his own cowardice.’

	‘Who told you that?’ she asks.

	‘Edwin,’ I reply. ‘But it’s in the letters. Later on, the ones he wrote when I was about sixteen or seventeen. He talks about how he never achieved what he wanted to achieve, how he’d not done enough to make me proud.’

	Mum shakes her head. ‘What fools we both were,’ she says quietly.

	I remember that phrase that Edwin used in Hyde Park, when he was talking about how he hated school, before I knew about what had happened to his brother. ‘The past is the past.’ And it is. There is nothing I can do to change any of this, nothing I can do to bring my father back, to get to know him.

	‘Mum,’ I say, turning towards her, ‘I love you. I don’t want us to fall out. I don’t want us to end up like you and your parents. We have to get through this.’

	‘I know,’ she says.

	‘But we have to be honest with each other. About everything.’

	She nods. ‘So how do you feel about Edwin?’ she asks.

	‘Maybe we should just be honest about almost everything,’ I reply.


6th June 1983

	My dearest daughter,

	I am a father, and you are a beautiful perfect little angel.

	I was asleep when I got the telephone call. I think the phone had been ringing a long time before I stumbled out of bed to answer it. Your mother was in labour and was asking for me.

	It was three o’clock in the morning by the time I’d found a cab and made it to the maternity ward and you were forty-five minutes old. You lay in a little Perspex cot, wrapped in a pink blanket. Your mother sat on the side of her bed just looking at you.

	‘Would you like to hold her?’ she asked. I couldn’t believe it. This was the first time your mother and I had spoken since I found out about the pregnancy and she was not only letting me near you, but letting me hold you.

	You felt so delicate in my arms, so small and vulnerable. And yet, there was a feeling of strength in you, the beat of an undeniable life force. You were here, exactly where you were meant to be, and changing the lives of everyone who knew you.

	‘What are you going to call her?’ I asked, knowing I had already forfeited my right to any decision in the naming process.

	‘Julia,’ she said. ‘After my mother.’

	The original Julia Simmonds, your grandmother, died of ovarian cancer in April 1979 – almost six years to the day after your mother arrived in London from New York. She hadn’t spoken to Julia Senior since she left America. She hadn’t gone to the funeral. As far as I know, apart from the telephone conversation to tell her Julia had died, your mother has had no contact with her family in America since.

	They never wanted her to model. They had what they called ‘higher hopes’. She was discovered when she was sixteen, walking through Manhattan in her school uniform, all 5’11” of her. She must have looked breathtaking. It was 1967 and the phenomena that was Twiggy had just hit American shores. I think they thought of Delph as the American Twiggy. Within six months she was signed with an agency and had quit school. Her parents were devastated, their dreams of Ivy League universities shattered.

	She was offered a major contract in 1973. It meant moving to London and she jumped at the chance. She once told me she’d been dreaming of London since she was ten years old.

	I met her in Kensington Market two months after she crossed the pond. She was obsessed with that market: the people, the clothes, the atmosphere. She was living in The Royal Garden Hotel opposite the market. I had just graduated and was working on a second-hand shoe stall. Well, we all have to start somewhere – Freddie Mercury used to work the stall next to me you know. She looked stunning in the shortest skirt and highest boots I’d ever seen. I looked like the impoverished urchin I was, slightly grubby, unshaven and smelling of turps as usual.

	To this day I can’t remember how we ended up together. It was like a dream.

	By the end of 1973 Philadelphia Simmonds was as famous as the man who used to work that market stall next to me.

	As I put you back into your little Perspex cot tonight you gripped my index finger so tightly and opened your mouth into a little toothless, gummy yawn. I loved you from that moment. It was also the moment your mother started crying and asked me to leave.

	When I got back to my flat tonight I found myself writing this letter. I don’t know if you’ll ever read this. Even if I ever send it there is no guarantee your mother will let you read it. But I need to get this down. I want you to understand that everything that happened between your mother and me is because we are flawed and fickle human beings and none of it is your fault. And I want you to understand, because I have a feeling that she will never talk about it, how much your mother gave up.

	We spent ten years breaking up and getting back together but nobody except our closest friends knew about us. Philadelphia Simmonds was the press’s darling and she could never be seen with someone as ordinary, as troubled or as plebeian as me.

	She had other lovers; we both did. Except, my darling daughter, my other lovers are whisky and vodka. There, your mother will never let you read this letter now. I’m an alcoholic but I only admitted that to myself six months ago, when your mother told me she was pregnant.

	We split up late last year for what we both assumed was the very last time. We were toxic with each other and we were both old enough now to know it couldn’t go on. Three months later she told me she was pregnant.

	She lost everything when she chose to have you. Make-up companies dropped her; cover shoots with various magazines were cancelled without warning. Pregnant models aren’t very popular. Pregnant unmarried models even less so.

	We had the worst fight of our relationship that night she told me she was expecting you. She wanted to have you more than anything – I’d never seen her so determined – and when I refused to do the decent thing and marry her, she said she was going to have you anyway.

	I thought I was doing the right thing when I walked away. I’m a penniless addict masquerading as an artist. What kind of husband or father would I have made? But after holding you tonight, realising how much your mother had given up, realising that primal unconditional love between parent and child, I think I’ve made a terrible mistake.

	I hope it’s not too late for me. For us, my precious darling daughter.

	I love you.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 17

	‘Come shopping with me,’ my mother says over breakfast a few days later.

	‘Haven’t got time. I have to meet Edwin at the studio this afternoon.’

	‘That’s this afternoon,’ Mum says. ‘We can buy you something nice to wear to meet him.’

	‘Mum, we’re going to a dirty old studio to talk about knocking walls down. I don’t need a new outfit for that. Besides I’ve got plenty of clothes.’ I turn back to reading the paper.

	‘Come on,’ she insists. ‘It’s years since we’ve been shopping together.’

	I look up from the newspaper and realise suddenly that this is her idea of an olive branch. In my mother’s world retail therapy solves everything and to invite me to go with her is a huge step for her, even though it might not seem like it. She is trying to make amends and although a quick whip around Selfridges isn’t going to make up for lying to me for thirty years, I appreciate the gesture.

	I feel as though we’ve come to a gentle understanding, if not a full reconciliation. Full reconciliations take time. But today that reconciliation doesn’t seem as impossible as it did even a few days ago.

	Two hours later we’re sitting in a café, my mother quietly frustrated with me that I haven’t found anything I want to wear.

	‘What’s wrong with the clothes that I wear every day?’ I ask.

	‘Nothing,’ she says, rather wistfully as her index finger strokes the boat neckline of the emerald jersey three-quarter length tunic, hand stitched by yours truly, that I’m wearing. ‘Your clothes are all exquisite. I only wish I had half your eye for a pattern. I’m afraid I became too used to being told what to wear.’

	‘I love making my own clothes,’ I explain. ‘I love wearing stuff I’ve put the work into, stuff that I know is completely original. Does that make sense?’

	‘Of course it does,’ she says. ‘I used to love wearing clothes that I knew the designer had created just for me.’ She pauses for a moment and I hope I haven’t brought up bad memories, but suddenly she grins like a Cheshire cat.

	‘What?’ I ask.

	‘You know you should do this for a living,’ she says.

	‘Edwin said something similar,’ I reply.

	‘Did he now? Well he’s right. He has quite an eye for clothes himself, don’t you think?’

	I look at my coffee so she can’t see the look on my face. He does, after all, look excellent in a suit.

	‘You make beautiful clothes, Julia,’ she goes on. ‘People would pay good money for them, especially if they were one-offs or very small runs. You could have a website, maybe even a little shop.’

	I stare at her and know she’s right. If she’d said this at any other time or in any other place I’m not sure I’d have taken her seriously, but that seed of an idea first planted by Edwin in the Thai restaurant back in June, that seed that popped its head above the earth on the Kings Cross to Cambridge train, suddenly starts to grow into something real. Something I can really see myself doing.

	We start talking about a line of clothes for the following spring, planning a website, thinking about a marketing strategy.

	‘Are we mad?’ I ask. ‘I have absolutely no training. Am I really going to cut it in the world of high fashion?’

	‘This isn’t high fashion we’re talking about, Julia,’ she replies rolling her eyes. ‘Believe me when I tell you that is not a world you want to venture into. We’re talking about handmade one-offs at affordable prices. Can you do that?’

	‘Yes, I think so. But…’

	‘But me no buts.’ My mother can still be formidable when she wants to be. ‘The wonder of the internet allows talented women to really get out there and find their niche market. You just need to send a few choice items out to some top fashion bloggers, like that woman who makes the satchels did. You need to get some press releases done, get on Etsy.

	First Skype and now fashion bloggers and Etsy. Who has my mother become?

	We spend so long talking about clothes and websites and shop fittings that I suddenly realise I’m going to be late meeting Edwin.

	‘It’s going to be strange seeing that horrible old studio turned into something nice,’ Mum says suddenly.

	‘When did he first get it?’ I ask. ‘The studio?’

	‘He took that on long before anyone had ever heard of him. He had it before he met me. He took out a long lease on it. He wanted somewhere he could paint uninterrupted. Him and Frank and a few of their other artist friends used it. Bruce was the only one who ever made it, though, as far as I know.’

	‘How could he afford it back then?’

	‘He rented it at first. They all begged, borrowed and stole to get the rent together every month but they managed it somehow – usually when Frank had a good day on the horses.’ She smiles sadly. ‘Eventually, once he started to make some real money, he bought it, before he even had anywhere proper to live.’

	‘I have to get going, Mum,’ I say. ‘Are you going to be all right?’ I don’t like to think of her sitting here on her own reminiscing.

	‘Oh of course,’ she says, pulling herself together. ‘I should be getting back too.’

	‘I’ll see you later then?’

	‘Yes. And, Julia?’

	I turn around to look at her.

	‘Make sure you tell Edwin to put some decent insulation and heating into that damn place. It used to be so cold. So incredibly cold!’

	I don’t ask her to elaborate on how she knows.


Chapter 18

	On the tube on the way to the studio I pull out my notebook and start doodling a few clothes designs. After my conversation with Mum in the café, I can’t wait to get back to my sewing machine and see what I can produce. I feel fired up with excitement about the possibility of designing clothes for a living and feel as though that spark was ignited by finding out who my father was. After the conversation with my mother earlier it’s burning brighter than ever.

	I remember something my father wrote in one of his letters, the letters that I still carry around with me wherever I go, about how, when he did the twelve-step programme, he had to learn to let go of control. I’m starting to see that we have no control over what happens to us in our lives, but we can control our reactions to what happens. I owe it to myself and to my father’s memory to do something and not to put everything on the back burner like I have with so many things before.

	I remember how he wrote about throwing himself into his art after he got sober, after my mother still wouldn’t let him see me, and I’m starting to think that’s the answer. After everything that has happened, all the secrets I’ve found out, after talking to Alec and Pen, I need something to throw myself into. I think my sewing and this Art Salon will be just right.

	I’m so lost in these thoughts still, as I wait for Edwin outside the studio, that I don’t notice that he’s twenty minutes late.

	‘I’m so sorry for being late again,’ he says.

	‘You do too much,’ I say, noticing how tired he looks.

	‘I tried to ring,’ he says, ignoring me. ‘But your phone was off again.’

	‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I hate phones. I know not answering the phone is a luxury you don’t have. I’ll try to answer it more often.’

	He smiles. ‘You don’t have to do that. And for the record I hate phones too.’

	He gestures towards the door of my father’s studio. I follow him as he unlocks it and we step inside. It’s even hotter in here than it is outside and I find it hard to believe it ever gets as cold as my mother claims.

	‘I only phone you because, well, I like…’ He swallows. ‘I like spending time with you.’

	‘I like spending time with you too,’ I reply, threading my arm through his.

	‘Right, well shall we work out what we’re going to do about this studio then?’

	In this moment everything feels just fine. Standing here with Edwin in my father’s studio, I feel as though I’ve known him for ever but, despite what he remembers from childhood, the truth is he popped suddenly into my life a few short weeks ago, and he could disappear just as easily. I really don’t like the thought of that and I need to stop pushing him away.

	I feel something melt inside me, that sense of disappointment that has followed me around since I finished university, that has stopped me enjoying things, stopped me taking risks, stopped me splitting up from Alec years ago. It’s finally breaking down. Like Johnny said, this could be the brand new start I need.

	‘So, the seventeenth of September,’ I say, looking around me. ‘Can we really do that?’

	‘Are you sure you want to?’ he asks. ‘I mean, seriously. I don’t want to push you into something you don’t want to do.’

	I think about my father, how he threw himself into his work to try to change his life around. It’s as good a plan as any other.

	‘I’m absolutely sure,’ I reply.

	‘Good, because I lodged the planning permission this morning.’

	‘Then you think we can do it?’

	‘Someone I know works at Tower Hamlets Council. He owes me a favour and he’ll push the permission through as quickly as possible. So yes. I think we can do it!’

	‘And you’ll help?’

	I want the Art Salon to be a huge success and I cannot do that alone. I’m lucky to have someone so supportive on my side.

	‘I’ll help in any way you want me to,’ he replies. ‘As will Frank and maybe your mum would like to be involved?’

	I smile. ‘She’s already interfering,’ I say, telling him about her suggestions for heat and insulation. ‘Although it’s almost as hot as your office in here today so I don’t know what she’s talking about.’

	‘You know insulation keeps buildings cool as well as hot?’ he asks.

	I don’t reply. Why would I have known that?

	‘And she thinks we should build that sewing room,’ I continue, changing the subject. I tell him about my conversation with Mum this morning, about my fledgling clothes business. ‘She wants to call it “Sew’n’Sew” but I think that’s tacky,’ I say.

	‘I think that’s a brilliant idea.’ He grins.

	‘You would. You thought of it first.’

	He looks at me. ‘How are things with your mum? It felt very…um…tense when I was there the other day.’

	‘We’re getting there,’ I reply. I don’t want to tell him any more than that. I have a very strong feeling this should be between Mum and me if we’re going to lay the past to rest once and for all.

	‘So,’ he says when he realises I’m not going to elaborate, ‘where shall we begin?’


Chapter 19

	The planning permission arrives on the first day of August. It’s early in the morning and I’m sitting in the garden drinking coffee. The long, hot summer hasn’t given up yet but this morning the sun is still low in the sky and the air feels cool, so I’ve pulled one of Mum’s shawls around my shoulders. There is an all-encompassing stillness so typical of London in August, when anyone who can afford to takes a month off to get out of the city.

	I can, of course, afford to get out of London in August myself these days but that fact still hasn’t really sunk in, and besides there has been so much to do. The last few weeks have been such a whirlwind it’s hard to believe August is here already. That we’re due to open the studio in less than seven weeks’ time.

	Everything is going according to plan. With Edwin Jones organising proceedings it’s hard to imagine anything else. He really has thought of everything, from needing to reinforce the floor where the potter’s kiln is going to go, to what sort of lights we’ll need, to disabled access. But at no point has he ever taken the decision-making away from me; I have the final say in everything. Although I’ve fallen into the habit of running everything past Mum before I sign any idea off. She tends to agree with me and I can’t persuade her to come and see the studio yet.

	‘I just can’t face it, dear,’ she says. ‘But I will soon, I promise.’

	She seems happy with the plans though, which I’m pleased about seeing as I spent three long boring days with architects and surveyors finalising them. If she’d wanted changes I think I might have pulled the plug on the whole project!

	On top of that I’ve been trying to turn as many of the new designs I’ve been creating into actual clothes. Some of them have been successful, some of them less so, but I’m getting there.

	I’ve been sending WhatsApp pictures to Pen of all the outfits I’ve made to try to get a second opinion. I keep thinking about her and Graeme and wondering how she’s feeling, as she refuses to talk about it. I’m trying to distract her with the WhatsApp pictures. She’s enthusiastic enough but utterly indiscriminate, telling me everything is brilliant. Not much help at all really.

	‘Do you want a top-up?’ Johnny asks, as he comes out on to the patio with the coffee pot.

	I shake my head and he sits down next to me.

	‘This is for you,’ he says handing me an official-looking envelope with Tower Hamlets Council printed on the top.

	We look at each other, both knowing what it contains.

	I rip it open, quickly scanning the contents.

	‘Well?’ Johnny asks nervously. He knows everything is hanging on this.

	‘Approved!’ I say with a grin.

	‘Thank God!’ Johnny cries, wiping his brow melodramatically.

	We’ve been waiting for the planning permission to be approved before we can start the structural work. Now it really is all systems go and the builders can go in this morning. We’re paying them double time to work through the weekends until it’s done.

	‘Good morning,’ my mother cries as she comes into the garden, unusually cheerful for this time in the morning. Johnny dashes into the kitchen for a cup for her coffee. Once a PA always a PA.

	I wave the letter at Mum. ‘We’re approved,’ I say with a grin.

	‘Wonderful.’ She grins back. ‘Oh wonderful. This is really going to happen, isn’t it?’

	‘If we can pull this off in time, yes. Yes, this is really going to happen!’

	‘If anyone can pull this off it’s you and Edwin.’

	I try not to smile when she says our names together like that.

	Johnny comes back into the garden and pours a cup of coffee for Mum. As he hands it to her they exchange a glance. Mum shakes her head almost imperceptibly, but Johnny seems to be overruling her for once.

	‘I know we all promised to be honest with each other from now on,’ he says. ‘That we’re all working on putting the past to rest. Delph and I have something to tell you.’

	*

	‘Married?’ I exclaim.

	‘Yes,’ my mother says, reaching over to take Johnny’s hand. ‘There’s no need to get hysterical about it.’

	‘But you always said…’

	‘People change, Julia,’ she interrupts. Clearly her previous resistance to marriage is not going to be discussed right now.

	‘OK, well when did you decide this?’

	‘I proposed in March,’ Johnny says. ‘Not long after Bruce died. When you get to our age you learn to seize the day. I was as surprised as you are that she said yes.’ He looks over to my mother, while I stare at them both.

	‘Why didn’t you say something?’ I ask.

	‘There were so many things…’ my mother begins.

	‘We didn’t want to overwhelm you, dear girl,’ Johnny interrupts.

	I exhale loudly. ‘Any more secrets I need to know?’

	‘Well,’ my mother begins, ‘we weren’t intending to get married until next spring but we’ve just found out there’s been a cancellation at the Register Office on the Bank Holiday weekend.’

	‘Less than a month away?’

	‘Well, yes.’

	‘You’re going to organise a wedding in less than a month?’ I’m amazed. My mother can barely organise her own travel arrangements.

	‘Well I was hoping you’d help,’ she replies.

	Typical.

	*

	I’m standing outside Bruce Baldwin’s studio in Whitechapel with Frank and Edwin. It’s early morning and the sun is already hot on the back of my neck. I’m just wearing jeans and a vest; a dark pink eternity scarf is my only concession to handmade today. I draw it closer to my nape to stop myself burning. This British summer has been unprecedented.

	‘I thought they were leaving it until next year,’ Frank says. I’ve just broken the news about the Bank Holiday wedding.

	‘There was a cancellation at the Register Office for the Bank Holiday weekend,’ I say. ‘So, that’s when the wedding is.’

	‘Christ,’ Edwin mutters. ‘This studio is never going to get finished if we’re going to be interrupted by a wedding.’

	The shock of my mother’s impending nuptials has kept me awake half the night. It’s not that I mind. I’m glad she’ll have Johnny to look after her and they clearly love each other very much, but I honestly never thought my mother would get married. She spent so long telling me how unnecessary it all was, how we were fine on our own, that I’d grown to believe it. And I’m left wondering if I’ll ever find that, if I’ll ever find someone I can trust enough to love that much and be loved in return.

	A wave of sadness washes over me and I push it away as we walk into the studio.

	‘Wow,’ Edwin says. ‘These builders are certainly fast workers!’

	Last time we were here, at the beginning of last week, before the planning permission came through, I was on the brink of finally realising the full potential of this building and how it could be used to fulfil my father’s ambitions.

	Today though, now the builders have begun the construction works, it looks terrible. All the paintings are gone, I have no idea where, and all the non-supporting internal walls have been ripped down and their rubble left everywhere. At least I hope they were non-supporting walls. A man in a yellow hard hat and high-visibility vest comes over to us to give us hard hats and vests of our own. ‘Health and safety,’ he mutters.

	‘Nice to see you all again,’ he says, once we have our full health and safety attire on. It’s not until then that I realise this is the architect. The last time I saw him he was in an aesthetically pleasing, beautifully lit office wearing a suit almost as well cut as Edwin’s.

	I smile at him but I can’t think of anything to say. I’m suddenly overcome with the enormity of it all. How much there is to do and how little time there is to do it in.

	‘I know what you’re thinking,’ the architect says. ‘But trust me, this bit is messy but quick. We’ll have new walls in here in no time. You’ll be choosing paint and floor coverings before you know it!’ He smiles reassuringly.

	‘We need to talk about that and how you want to lay the place out,’ Edwin says. ‘These guys reckon they can get it done by the Bank Holiday, which gives us plenty of time to get the floor in and paint.’

	‘Just in time for Mum’s wedding,’ I reply. Edwin rolls his eyes.

	We’ve decided to divide the studio into four different spaces, each focusing on different art media. Then there will be a mezzanine level with smaller rooms for individual projects. One of the hardest parts of the design of this project apparently has been the mezzanine level because Edwin has insisted on disabled access to it, which means a lift. But between us we’ve done it. Now it just needs building.

	Both Frank and Edwin have been a huge support. They talk so animatedly about everything. These two men not only know exactly what they are doing, but they also knew my father. They knew what he liked, and how he worked, and what his voice sounded like, and they are more qualified than anyone to help me make it a place my father would have been proud of.

	But they are doing more than that. More than they’ll ever know. Over the last month they have helped me to become more proactive, to create the life I want for myself. I know this dressmaking idea of Mum’s is closer to what I want than anything ever has been in the past and I’m learning how to get on with things rather than thinking of something and then never doing anything about it. I’ve got the beginnings of a business, an Art Salon, maybe even a life to be proud of!

	It has also been the hardest work I’ve ever done in my life, and today I’m hot and exhausted and worried about my mother’s wedding, which she has planned nothing for, and I realise that I’m crying. Suddenly Edwin is by my side, his arm around me, gently leading me outside, leaving the architect chatting to Frank.

	‘Hey,’ he says when we’re alone. ‘What’s up?’

	‘I just feel so bloody overwhelmed by everything,’ I say when I’ve found breath between sobs.

	‘I know, Julia,’ he replies. ‘But we’re a team. You, me, Frank, the builders. We are doing this together.’ He pulls me into a hug and his body feels solid and muscular against me. I can feel the warmth of his skin through his shirt. I could stay here all day.

	Eventually I pull away from him.

	‘You can do this you know,’ he says. ‘And you can come out of this stronger than ever before. This is your chance to turn everything round.’

	I nod. ‘But Mum’s wedding has thrown a bit of a spanner in the works. I really want to open my business on the night we launch this place, but Mum really wants me to help and typically she’s not organised anything at all.’

	He smiles. He knows what my mother’s like.

	‘Would you like a bit of time out from this,’ he says, gesturing towards the studio. ‘While the structural work is being done, so you can concentrate on your business and your mum’s wedding?’

	‘Would you mind?’

	‘Of course I don’t mind,’ he replies.

	‘You and Frank are probably more qualified to do this than me anyway.’

	He takes my hand again. ‘That’s simply not true, Julia,’ he says.


6th June 1988

	My dearest daughter,

	Five years old for you and two years sober for me and what an amazing two years it’s been.

	Sobriety suits me, it turns out. I feel so much more creative and productive and have painted so much new work.

	My next exhibition is on in November at the Tate. The Tate! I can hardly believe it. I will of course invite you and your mother but I’m not holding my breath about you coming. I always have you in my mind when I paint. You’re my inspiration, my muse, my reason not to drink every day and I hope one day you will see my paintings and maybe even like them!

	I always knew I would paint. I don’t think I could stop if I wanted to (in rehab they often tell you that you replace one addiction with another – well it turns out that painting’s mine!), but I never thought I’d make money out of it. Knowing that I can help to support you these days makes it a little bit more bearable that I can’t see you.

	Because the only thing that could possibly have made the last two years any better would have been seeing you more regularly. But I live in hope, and remember something else that I learned in rehab. The things that are the hardest, the things that we struggle with the most, are the things that help us change.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 20

	My mother has become bridezilla. You would think a woman who has turned sixty and always declared that marriage wasn’t for her would be calmer about her forthcoming nuptials. But you would be wrong.

	We have three weeks, and apart from booking the Register Office she seems to have done nothing. Johnny is wandering about the house in a daze with big wide eyes like a rabbit in the headlights, probably rueing the day he ever proposed.

	‘Mum, will you just sit down,’ I say as she paces the living room hysterically. There are bridal magazines everywhere but not one of them is suitable; even she’s admitted they aren’t aimed at sixty-year-old brides.

	She sits. She’s getting better at doing what I say.

	‘Now listen,’ I begin authoritatively, pen and paper in hand. ‘The Register Office is booked so that’s one thing to tick off the list.’ She smiles proudly. She clearly has no idea how long my list is and how nothing else has been ticked off.

	Did I mention we have three weeks?

	‘Right, well next we need somewhere to hold the reception,’ I continue.

	‘Well that’s easy,’ she replies. ‘The Royal Garden Hotel of course.’ As if it would be anywhere else.

	‘Well you might have left it a bit late,’ I begin.

	‘Nonsense! I do still have the influence to pull strings you know. I am Philadelphia Simmonds.’

	I hope she’s right.

	‘Then there’s the guest list.’

	‘Johnny’s doing that.’

	Is he?

	‘OK, well how about flowers, food, music and the dress?’

	She looks at me.

	‘What?’

	‘Well,’ she has a wheedling tone to her voice. ‘I was hoping you’d make the dress. And you’d better make one for yourself too as I’d like you to walk me down the aisle.’

	Right.

	Just as I’m about to start swearing at my mother my phone rings. It’s Edwin. I really don’t have time for this.

	‘What?’ I snap.

	‘Nice to speak to you too.’

	‘I’m sorry,’ I say, taking a deep breath. ‘Mum’s driving me mad. She’s set the date for the wedding but hasn’t done anything else and now she wants me to make the dress.’

	He chuckles softly to himself. I forget sometimes how well he knows my mother.

	‘You don’t know anyone who can do the flowers, do you? Or anyone who’s in a band and is free on Bank Holiday weekend?’ It’s a long shot but Edwin does seem to have contacts all over London.

	‘Can’t help you with the flowers I’m afraid but one of the younger solicitors at work is in a jazz band or something. Whether he’s free or not I can’t tell you but I can ask?’

	Every time. Just when I think a situation will never be saved, Edwin comes to my rescue. Every time.

	‘Thank you.’

	‘Listen, Julia, I know you’re busy, but can you meet me this afternoon?’ he asks.

	‘Is something wrong with the studio?’ I ask, panic rising.

	‘No, not at all. It’s something else I want to talk to you about.’

	‘Are all the building works on schedule?’ I ask.

	‘Of course they are!’

	With Edwin Jones in charge, how could they be anything else?

	I hear my mother talking to someone on the telephone and realise I need to get her to focus on this damn wedding.

	‘Look, Edwin, I have to go. I have to get this wedding sorted or it will be a disaster.’

	‘But can you meet me this afternoon. Please, it’s important.’

	Something about the way he says it makes my stomach flutter in that way it has a habit of doing when Edwin is around. I take a deep breath.

	‘Of course I can.’

	‘Two o’clock at the Tate Modern,’ he says.

	As I hang up the phone my mother comes back into the room, a smug smile on her face.

	‘Reception booked,’ she says. ‘I chose the most expensive menu option and booked a suite for me and Johnny. Would you like me to book one for you and Edwin?’

	She looks at me mischievously. When I ignore her she goes to make some coffee.

	I’d say I was amazed, but she is Philadelphia Simmonds after all. I’d best start designing the best dress I’ve ever made.


Chapter 21

	He’s waiting for me when I get to the Tate Modern. I’m the one who’s late for once. I was so wrapped up in more clothes designs that I missed the tube stop and I’ve had to run across from St Paul’s. It’s still extremely hot and I’m aware that I’m very sweaty.

	‘What are we doing here?’ I ask, as I catch my breath.

	‘There’s something I want to show you,’ he says. ‘Come on.’

	He leads me into the building and we turn immediately right, leaving the giant spider sculpture behind us. I’m ashamed to admit I’ve never been further than that before. A love of modern art clearly didn’t come down through the gene pool.

	We walk through room after room of paintings, sculptures and installations some of which, quite frankly, are bizarre. The huge collection of dismembered dolls is particularly creepy. I stop to look at it, but Edwin insists we keep moving. He’s walking very fast with his back to me.

	At the end of the corridor we come into a room that is slightly more dimly lit than the others. Edwin stops suddenly in the doorway. I peer around him to look inside. The paintings in here are softer than some of the others we’ve passed, most of them painted in a palette of reds and browns and greens – what my mother would call ‘cool autumn’.

	‘These are the paintings that made up your father’s final exhibition,’ Edwin says. ‘The Tate dedicated this room to him when he died. Some of the work was bought at the exhibition, but those paintings that aren’t privately owned are here.’

	This must be the exhibition Graeme was talking about. The one called Lost Daughters. Slowly I start to walk around the room. The paintings are huge, some of them floor to ceiling, most of them much bigger than any of the ones I’ve seen at the studio, much bigger than the ones we’re hoping to display when we open the Art Salon. They are very abstract, acrylic on canvas, which Frank has told me was my father’s favourite medium, and I’m not sure I understand them at all.

	But as I walk around and read the labels underneath each piece of art I start to get a sense of who my father was. It’s nothing solid, just a feeling, like a wisp of smoke just at the edge of my vision, but it’s a start. I try to remember what Graeme said about this exhibition: paintings of children on their own, ignored children, lonely children. Graeme had described it as haunting, but to me it has a more familiar feeling than that. As though I’ve been here before, even though I know I haven’t.

	When I’ve done a full circuit, I go and sit with Edwin on a bench in the middle of the room. For a moment, we sit in silence.

	‘He dedicated this exhibition to you,’ Edwin says eventually. ‘Not officially, obviously, but that’s what he told me on opening night. Pretty much all his work was about you, but this one was for you. I think it was his way of saying sorry.’

	‘I can’t believe he thought he hadn’t done anything to make me proud,’ I say, remembering the letters and previous conversations with Edwin.

	‘The other day at the studio you said that Frank and I were more qualified to open this Art Salon than you. I wanted to show you how far from the truth that is.’

	I look around me again. ‘But I don’t understand them,’ I say. ‘I can’t look at them and tell you what they are of or what they are about.’

	‘How do they make you feel?’

	I pause, trying to find the right words. ‘They make me feel as though he’s here, or a shade of him is here. They feel familiar, as though I’ve seen them in a dream or something.’ I stop, self-conscious about how ridiculous I must sound. ‘I don’t know how to describe it.’

	‘It doesn’t matter about how you describe it, or if you don’t interpret the paintings in the same way as other people do. All that matters is how they make you feel.’ He pauses, resting his head in his hands. ‘You were his muse; you were the driving force behind his work. I’m sure of that. So, you see, to say you aren’t qualified to open this Art Salon is absolute nonsense.’

	At first I think he’s angry with me, but then I look at him, slumped on the bench, and I realise how sad he is. He must have grown close to my father towards the end and it’s only been a few months.

	‘Do you miss him?’ I ask. ‘Bruce?’

	‘Every day,’ he replies. ‘I spent a lot of time with him over the last few years. We got on well, better than I’ve ever got on with my own father. He was funny, clever, cynical and incredibly talented. He was a joy to be around.’ He stops, looks at me. ‘Just like his daughter,’ he says quietly. My stomach flips over and I look away.

	‘You seem to know both my parents a lot better than I’ve ever done. A lot better than I was ever allowed to.’ I feel that sense of abandonment again, the one I felt when I was talking to Mum.

	‘I let you down, Julia,’ he says. ‘And I’m so sorry. I wish I could have changed your father’s mind about seeing you before he died. But I couldn’t and then he was gone and I couldn’t get rid of this feeling of guilt, this sense that I’d known him so well but you’d never been able to.’ He presses the heels of his hands into his eyes. ‘I was dreading seeing you again after all these years, explaining everything to you. I put it off over and over. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have left it so long.’

	I honestly don’t know what to say. None of this is Edwin’s fault, but at the same time I can’t help feeling a pang of jealousy about how well he knew the father I didn’t.

	‘Where is he buried?’ I ask instead. I can’t believe it’s taken me so long to think of that question.

	‘He was cremated on the seventh of March. We scattered his ashes very early one morning in Kyoto Gardens in Holland Park. It was a favourite spot of his.’

	‘We?’

	‘Me, Dad, your mum, Johnny and Frank.’

	‘Why did nobody invite me?’ I sound like a petulant child. I don’t mean to.

	He sighs and stands up, his hands in his pockets, his back to me. Someone hovers in the doorway as though they are about to come into the room, but after seeing us they turn to walk away. I’m wiping tears from my eyes. We probably look like a couple on the verge of a difficult break-up.

	‘Your father left a letter of wishes with his will. In it he made it very clear he didn’t want you to find out until after his funeral.’

	‘I didn’t think letters of wishes were legally binding,’ I say, surprising myself that I took something in during my years of typing legal letters.

	He turns to look at me. ‘They’re not, but the wishes are expected to be carried out and your mother and Frank insisted. My hands were tied.’

	I don’t say anything. I don’t know what to say.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he says again eventually. ‘I really am.’

	‘Edwin, I could really do with a few minutes on my own if that’s OK?’

	‘I’ll go and get a coffee; take all the time you need. Come and find me when you’re done.’

	He walks away towards the café and I see the weight of sadness on his shoulders. I don’t blame him for any of this. I never have. I need to be careful not to take out how I’m feeling on him. Edwin has done everything he can, and he may not have been able to introduce me to my father, but he did give me my father’s letters.

	And those letters have made a bigger impact on my life than I realised at first. Those letters have given me the impetus to regain my creativity, to start to seriously think about making clothes for other people, to open the Art Salon my father dreamed about. Without those letters I’m not sure I’d have done any of this. And without Edwin I wouldn’t have the letters. He has no reason to feel guilty at all.


Chapter 22

	The morning of my mother’s wedding is hotter than ever. I’m up with the sunshine to put the final touches to both our dresses. My mother is still asleep, having been up half the night having a gin-fuelled meltdown. Johnny is at Edwin’s flat. Edwin seems a rather odd choice for Johnny’s best man but, as everyone keeps telling me, they’ve all known him since he was a baby.

	I finish off the hems of our dresses as the sun streams in through my bedroom window. I’m really pleased with them. Mum’s is an ivory silk dress with a pencil skirt that comes just below the knee, a cowl bodice and ribbon around the waist. It’s the first time I’ve attempted a cowl bodice and I’m thanking all the sewing gods that I got this right.

	I’m still slightly amazed that Mum didn’t go and get a fancy designer to make her dress rather than me, but she keeps telling me it will be good advertising for my business. If I ever get a chance to think about that again.

	For myself I’ve chosen a dark red wraparound. It’s simple and elegant. It won’t take any emphasis away from how amazing Mum is going to look but at the same time, I’m going to feel great too. We’ve both bought the highest of high heels we could find. For me, that’s not so much of a problem as I’m going to be standing next to Edwin in the photographs, but Mum is going to tower over Johnny. Maybe she likes it that way.

	I can’t believe how everything has come together. I honestly didn’t think it would and without Edwin it would probably be the worst wedding Kensington and Chelsea has ever known. His colleague’s band were free and they do jazz versions of 70s’ and 80s’ hits, so that couldn’t be more perfect for Mum and Johnny. Edwin charmed the girl who runs the florist’s cart outside St Mary Abbots to do the flowers and his brother, Robert, is doing the photographs. The only person who isn’t happy is Marco di Palma, who’s sulking because we’re not having the reception at his restaurant.

	Robert is a really good photographer apparently. It was something he got into in the rehabilitation clinic after his accident and that helped him deal with the dark depression that swept over him as it became clear he would never walk again. It turns out to be one of the reasons Edwin is so keen to get this Art Salon off the ground, because he knows how much the arts can help people.

	Edwin and I have spoken every day since our trip to the Tate Modern. I tried to explain how I felt about not knowing my father, about not being able to go to his funeral, but how I didn’t blame Edwin. I tried to explain that by giving me the letters Edwin had done more than anyone else could. I don’t want him to feel guilty.

	I think he understands and certainly any lingering awkwardness between us has melted away into a closeness and easy camaraderie. Over the last couple of weeks he’s been helping with every problem that’s arisen with this wedding as well as overseeing the building on the Art Salon, which, I’m told, is now finished. I can’t wait to see it next week. The architect was right, the structural work did happen faster than I thought it would.

	As for Mum, I think we’re going to be OK. If I’ve learned anything over the last few weeks it’s that you must at least try and build bridges, to forgive those who’ve hurt you so that you can move on. My father’s letters have taught me that.

	I hang the two dresses carefully back on their hangers and go downstairs to make Mum some breakfast. It’s time she was up.

	*

	The hair and make-up people that Mum hired have been and gone and we’re alone in the house, waiting for the car to arrive.

	‘You look amazing, Mum,’ I say. She really does. She never lost that elegance and grace.

	‘So do you. Come here.’ She holds out her arms and I step into them as she hugs me in a way she hasn’t done since I was a child. ‘I’m so sorry for not telling you about your father. I’m so sorry for everything.’

	I can feel myself begin to cry and I don’t want to ruin my make-up.

	‘It’s important to learn to let go of the past,’ she goes on. ‘To acknowledge how we change, how everything changes. We’re all different people to who we were thirty years ago.’

	‘Is marrying Johnny helping you let go of the past?’ I ask. ‘I never thought I’d see you get married.’

	‘I’ve changed,’ she replies. ‘It just took me rather longer than was necessary to acknowledge it.’

	I realise then how much I’ve changed without acknowledging it, that everything has changed and isn’t going to be the same again. And I also realise that I’m all right with that.

	‘Come on then,’ I say. ‘Let’s get you married!’

	*

	As the car drives up King’s Road towards the Register Office, Mum squeezes my hand.

	‘Thank you for sorting out today,’ she says. ‘And for this amazing dress.’

	‘I’m glad you like it. I don’t know if I could have done all this without Edwin’s help.’

	‘Good old Edwin,’ she replies. ‘What would we all do without him?’

	What indeed?

	‘You two have fun today,’ she goes on with a twinkle in her eye. ‘Not everyone gets a chance to be with the love of their life, Julia – don’t miss yours.’

	‘He’s not the…’ I begin, despite the butterflies in my stomach.

	‘We’re here,’ my mother interrupts, as the car pulls up.

	‘But where is everyone?’ I ask. ‘I was expecting everyone to be waiting on the steps.’

	‘They’ll be around the side,’ Mum replies.

	I look at her blankly.

	‘Disabled access.’

	‘I hadn’t even thought of that. How does Edwin manage to think of everything and everybody all the time?’

	‘Years of practice,’ Mum says with a shrug. ‘Go around and see that everyone’s arrived. I’ll stay here in the air-conditioning.’ She settles back into the leather seat of the car.

	I get out of the car and walk around the corner. Edwin’s standing outside the side entrance looking at his watch. He looks anxious and so handsome in his three-piece suit it takes my breath away. He breaks into a grin when he sees me and I run towards him as best I can in these heels.

	‘Are we late?’ I ask.

	‘Only fashionably,’ he says as he leans towards me to kiss my cheek. He smells amazing. ‘You look incredible,’ he says softly into my ear. My stomach does backflips.

	‘Aren’t you going to introduce us?’ calls a voice from behind Edwin. Someone who can only be Robert wheels himself expertly towards us. He’s darker than Edwin, his eyes more grey than blue, but very obviously his brother with the same wolfish smile. I can already see that spark in his eyes that Edwin talks about, that makes him more amenable, less awkward and pompous than Edwin.

	‘Rob, this is Julia,’ Edwin says. I bend down to kiss Rob on the cheek.

	‘Lovely to meet you,’ I say.

	‘Likewise,’ Rob says, looking at my cleavage as I stand up. He sees me noticing and shrugs.

	‘One of the plus points of being at this level,’ he says, indicating the chair.

	Edwin looks horrified but I can’t help giggling.

	‘Sorry,’ Rob goes on. ‘I’ve just heard so much about you over the last few weeks I feel like I know you. Ed never shuts up about you and I can see why.’

	Edwin is looking at the ground, his hands stuffed in his pockets.

	‘Shall I go and get Mum?’ I ask, trying to change the subject.

	‘Come in and meet everyone first,’ Rob says, leading the way.

	I nudge Edwin as we go in. ‘So, you’ve been talking about me, have you?’

	‘I’m sorry,’ he says quietly.

	‘Don’t be, I know he’s only winding you up.’

	He relaxes at that and introduces me to his father, Cedric, an older, slightly shorter, more worried-looking version of himself. He says it’s wonderful to see me again after all these years, that Edwin’s been telling him all about me. He’s lovely and his smile is exactly like Edwin’s, but I still can’t get over how he’s been keeping my parents’ secrets for all these years. Silently I chastise myself. Today isn’t the day for any of this.

	Johnny rushes over to see me, pushing Cedric over to one side.

	‘Where is she? Where’s your mother?’ he says. Behind him Edwin rolls his eyes. Frank greets me with a wave and a wink. I’m guessing Johnny’s been like this all morning.

	‘Calm down, Johnny. She’s outside in the car, waiting to make her entrance. And who is this?’ I gesture to a short squat woman in an ill-advised orange suit who I’ve never seen before in my life.

	‘This is Joan, my sister,’ Johnny says hurriedly. ‘And her husband, Clive.’ An equally short squat man with no neck shakes my hand vigorously. I exchange a look with Edwin. He shrugs. I had no idea Johnny had a sister.

	I want to stay and talk to everyone, find out more about Johnny’s sister, but there will be plenty of time for that later.

	‘Shall I go and get Mum then?’ I ask. Johnny nods and I head back towards the car.

	As I step back out onto the King’s Road, Edwin calls me back.

	‘Before this starts, I’ve got something for you,’ he says, pulling a pale blue box out of his pocket. Tiffany. Bloody hell. ‘Traditionally the best man always buys the bridesmaid a gift, but as there aren’t any bridesmaids here today, I got something for you instead.’ He hands me the box. I pull off the ribbon and open it to see an exquisite silver bracelet, very simple and elegant. I couldn’t have picked a better piece of jewellery for myself.

	‘Edwin, you really shouldn’t have. This must have cost a fortune!’

	‘I hope you like it,’ he says quietly.

	‘Edwin, I love it! It’s perfect. But I can’t…’ He takes the box from me, removing the bracelet and sliding it onto my arm.

	‘Yes you can,’ he says, holding my hand in his.

	‘Thank you, it’s beautiful.’ I turn towards him and hug him. He wraps his arms around me and it feels so good I don’t want it to end.

	‘You’d better go,’ he whispers in my ear. ‘I’ll see you in a few minutes.’

	I turn away from him reluctantly and walk back towards the car. I open the door and duck my head inside.

	‘Come on, you,’ I say to my mother. ‘It’s show time.’


Chapter 23

	The ceremony goes without a hitch and we’ve all eaten way too much at the Royal Garden Hotel. How my mother swung a reception room here on Bank Holiday weekend with only three weeks’ notice is anyone’s guess, but here we are. The speeches are over, the cake has been cut and I’ve honestly never seen my mother look happier or more relaxed. Today is a good day. One of the best.

	The band start playing and Mum and Johnny take to the floor, to a cover of Queen’s Keep Yourself Alive. As predicted Mum towers above Johnny but they look good together and they both dance so elegantly with a grace most of my generation has forgotten.

	The ceremony was a small affair, just family and close friends, but the reception is full of people I don’t know and people who are vague memories from childhood parties and a few people I recognise from the shoebox of photographs Johnny gave to me back in June.

	Johnny worked hard on that guest list after all. While I don’t know anyone, it seems they all know me and I spend a lot of time, when dinner is over and we’re waiting for Mum to cut the cake, talking to people I can’t remember meeting before about how like my mother I’ve become. Nobody mentions Bruce Baldwin, for which I’m grateful.

	One person I do recognise out of the evening crowd is Marco.

	‘You’ve decided to grace us with your presence then,’ I say as I go to sit next to him.

	‘Marco’s restaurant would have served better food,’ he sniffs, although we both know even he doesn’t believe that. ‘But yes here I am!’

	‘Have you closed the restaurant?’ I ask.

	He stares at me as though I’ve just asked him if he’s been to the moon. ‘Of course not,’ he says crossly. ‘Marco’s never closes.’

	Right then.

	As the dance floor starts to fill up, Edwin comes over to ask me to dance.

	‘Can I steal her away from you, Marco?’ he asks.

	Marco doesn’t say anything, just sniffs again, and if he had a tea towel he’d flick it about now.

	‘He’s warming to me, I can tell,’ Edwin says.

	I take back what I said about my generation having no elegance. Edwin can dance, which comes as quite a surprise as he twirls me around the dance floor.

	‘You never cease to amaze me, Edwin Jones,’ I say. ‘Where did you learn to dance?’

	He pulls away a little bit and ducks his head so he can look at me. Even I can’t wear heels high enough to be as tall as him.

	‘Promise you won’t laugh?’ he asks.

	‘Promise.’

	‘Your mother.’

	I bite my lip to stop myself giggling. I promised I wouldn’t after all.

	‘Really? When?’

	‘At Campden Hill Road parties when I was a teenager. Me and Rob and a couple of others.’

	‘She never taught me.’ I can’t work out if I’m annoyed or relieved about that.

	‘Well somebody clearly did,’ he says as he dips me expertly, squeezing my hand and sending tingles of electricity up my arm.

	‘School,’ I reply. ‘They tried to make ladies out of us.’

	‘Not that successfully.’ He grins.

	That smile sends shivers through me, and as the band launch into a jazz cover of A-ha’s The Sun Always Shines on TV, I realise that I can’t remember the last time I felt this happy. Despite everything that’s happened this summer, the lies and the secrets, I feel content. If all those things hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t be here now, dancing with a handsome lawyer. Everything has a silver lining if you know where to find it.

	‘So, Johnny’s sister,’ I say, as he spins me round.

	‘You didn’t know about her either then I’m guessing?’

	‘No. Mum did and just assumed everyone else knew.’

	Edwin laughs. ‘Joan was very surprised that Johnny was marrying a woman.’

	‘Lots of people make that mistake about him apparently. Including me.’ I smile. ‘For years and years, it was just me and Mum and now, suddenly I’m inheriting all kinds of family.’

	‘Family aren’t just blood,’ Edwin replies, as Frank waltzes past, dancing with Joan, my new step-aunt, who looks slightly less formidable now she has removed her orange jacket. ‘There’s Johnny and Joan.’ He pauses. ‘And me.’

	I look up at him and he smiles at me, and for a moment it feels as though the whole room disappears and it’s just me and him and the music. It feels close to perfection.

	After three songs, I need a break. It’s ridiculously hot and I’ve had too much champagne and being in such close proximity to Edwin is making me dizzy.

	‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ I say as I go to find the ladies’.

	When I come out of the bathroom Edwin is leaning against the wall opposite waiting for me. His tie and jacket are discarded, his waistcoat undone and his shirtsleeves rolled up. I’ve never seen him so relaxed. My stomach fills with butterflies just looking at him. This wedding is doing us all good; it’s just what we needed.

	He catches my eye and grins. As I go over to him I notice he’s clutching a bottle of champagne.

	‘Want to sneak off somewhere and drink this champagne with me?’ he asks, brandishing the bottle in front of him.

	I lean against the wall next to him. It’s cool on my hot skin. I’d like to do a lot more than just drink champagne with you, I think. But I’m not drunk enough to say that out loud.

	‘I’d love to,’ I say instead. ‘But I can hardly walk out on my mother’s wedding.’

	‘Really? She seems to be getting on quite well by herself. She’s currently regaling everyone with stories of when she lived here and met Bruce Baldwin, which seems wildly inappropriate at her wedding to someone else.’

	‘Wildly inappropriate is pretty standard for my mother.’

	‘What about this champagne?’ he asks again, nudging me gently. ‘Come on, live a little.’

	*

	We don’t go far, just to Kensington Palace Gardens next door. It’s late and the sun is low in the sky. It’s still hot but there’s a cool breeze. Edwin throws himself down on the grass and stretches.

	‘That’s better,’ he sighs.

	I kick off my shoes and wiggle my toes in the grass. I’m glad to be outside, glad I came with him.

	He looks up at me. ‘That bracelet suits you,’ he says. ‘Someone with impeccable taste must have bought it for you.’

	I twirl the bracelet around my wrist. ‘It’s gorgeous,’ I say. ‘Thank you so much.’

	‘Come here,’ he says softly, patting the grass next to him.

	I lie down next to him, not quite touching. He turns his head to look at me.

	‘How are you?’ he asks.

	‘Today or in general?’

	‘Let’s start with today.’ He props himself up on his elbows to take a swig out of the champagne bottle. He passes it to me. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I forgot glasses.’

	‘Today I’m happy,’ I say with a smile, taking a swig from the bottle myself. ‘I’m happy for Mum and Johnny. He’s been like a dad to me.’ I pause. ‘Even now I’ve find out who my father was, it’s Johnny who feels like my dad. Does that make sense?’

	‘Of course it does. No matter how much we tell you about your father, you’re never going to be able to know him. Not really. For which I’m…’

	‘Shhh,’ I say quietly. ‘No more apologies.’

	We pass the champagne back and forth quietly for a while, like teenagers with a bottle of White Lightning at their first party.

	‘I’m surprised as well,’ I say, breaking the silence. ‘Surprised Mum ever got married really. She always used to tell me how marriage was an outdated institution, how we could manage perfectly well on our own.’

	Edwin lies down again. ‘Is that what you think too?’

	‘I don’t know what I think. I was always scared of commitment when I was with Alec. I guess that’s partly because of Mum. To me at the time, she seemed fine on her own so I thought I would be too. Now I realise she wasn’t fine on her own at all.’

	He doesn’t say anything to that.

	‘And what about you? What do you think?’ I ask. Just because he essentially lives at home, burdened by family responsibility, just because he’s never talked about a girlfriend, doesn’t mean he doesn’t have one.

	‘I’m perpetually single. Rob and the business take up most of my time.’ His eyes flick away from me as he mentions his brother, as though he doesn’t want me to see the sadness in them.

	‘You haven’t got any time for anything else in your life?’ I ask. ‘Because, I don’t mean to interfere but your brother seems to be looking after himself pretty well these days. When we left he was flirting with two women.’

	‘Rob always has been more successful with women than me,’ Edwin sighs. I turn to look at his profile, his face turned towards the sky, his eyes closed. The familiar flutter in my stomach is back. ‘He’s doing great. So much better than me or Dad could ever have hoped. Obviously he’s never going to recover, the nurses and the drugs and everything will go on for ever, but he copes with it all so well. So much better than I do. In fact, sometimes I think it’s him looking after me. Just like at school.’

	‘What’s stopping you from living your life, Edwin?’ I ask.

	‘Rob’s accident tore me apart. I mean obviously it tore us all apart but…’ He pauses and I sense that he isn’t comfortable talking about this. ‘I guess you get used to shutting yourself away from the world, so you can’t get hurt again.’

	‘One thing I’ve learned this summer is that if you shut yourself away from the world for too long, the world will come and break your door down.’

	He opens his eyes and turns his head to look at me, as though he’s just starting to notice the parallels in our stories too. ‘Yeah, that’s true,’ he says.

	‘What’s stopping you?’ I ask again, determined to get more from him.

	‘When I was at university there was someone,’ he says quietly, looking towards the sky again. ‘We got engaged. I thought we had our whole future planned out. But in the end she couldn’t cope.’ He pauses. ‘She couldn’t cope with Rob, with the fact that sometimes, often, I had to put him first. She didn’t want to wait around to see if things got better. She married someone else.’

	I put my hand on his arm. ‘And there’s been nobody since?’ I find that hard to believe.

	‘Well I’ve not lived like a monk,’ he says. ‘But nobody serious, no. If I can’t promise to put the other person first, what’s the point in a relationship? And Rob has to come first. I know he seems really well and his life expectancy is good, but with an injury like this there are risks and I don’t ever want to regret not having spent enough time with him.’

	‘I think when you meet the right person though, you take the good with the bad. We all have baggage; we all have stories and obligations. I think when you meet someone special you have to compromise.’

	‘Really?’ he says, looking at me again.

	‘I think so, yes,’ I continue. ‘I’ve been thinking about this since I split up with Alec. I could never be who he wanted me to be, who he needed me to be. Rather than admit defeat though, I tried to make myself be that person. All I did was make myself unhappy. But the right person for Alec wouldn’t have resented his career. They’d have supported him and got on with their own thing when he wasn’t around.’

	‘I’d never thought of it like that.’

	‘Have you ever seen Mary Poppins?’ I ask.

	He laughs. ‘Not since I was about seven, no. Why?’

	‘You should watch it again, as an adult. Watch Mary and Bert the chimney sweep. They’re the perfect couple.’

	‘They are?’

	‘Yes. Mary Poppins comes and goes with the wind, always off on another adventure. Bert knows that’s just who she is. He can’t tie her down because if he does she’ll be unhappy and then she won’t be Mary any more. He allows her to be free, to do all the things she has to do, and he loves her anyway. And when she’s not there he has his own life, dancing on rooftops and so forth.’

	He props himself up on his elbow and leans over towards me, pushing a strand of hair out of my face. ‘So what you’re saying is that I need to dance on rooftops more often.’

	‘If someone loves you enough they’ll let you be free, trusting that you’ll come back.’

	He looks at me and for a moment I think he’s going to kiss me, and I want him to more than anything, but then he rolls back onto his back, staring up at the sky. I realise I’ve been holding my breath.

	‘What would you do if money were no object?’ he asks.

	‘Um…money is no object really,’ I say, still rather embarrassed about my new-found wealth.

	‘Oh yes. Then let me rephrase the question. How shall we spend your money?’

	I laugh, looking up at the sky with him. I feel his fingers finding mine, gently stroking my hand.

	‘I know I should say that I’ll travel the world, or maybe even change the world, but I’m happy here in West London making weird clothes.’

	‘They’re not weird,’ he says. ‘They’re amazing.’

	I don’t know how long we lie there watching the sky change colour. I don’t notice anything other than the feel of my hand in his and when Edwin speaks again I realise that hours or minutes could have gone by. Time has gone into that beautiful elastic place when everything feels good and you’ve had just a little bit too much champagne.

	‘They close this place up just after sunset,’ he says. ‘We should leave. Do you want to go back to the wedding or…’ He pauses.

	‘I think I’d like to go home,’ I say.

	‘Can I walk you back?’ he asks, quietly, slightly embarrassed.

	I nod.

	We walk back up Kensington High Street together, holding hands and leaning against each other, passing the last of the now warm champagne back and forth. I feel like a student again.

	When we get back to Campden Hill Road we stand outside my house. Neither of us speaks and after a moment he pulls me gently towards him. His lips are so close to mine I can almost taste the champagne on his breath.

	I close my eyes, breathing him in. And then, suddenly, his phone rings. It sounds incredibly loud in the quiet dusk.

	He takes the phone out of his pocket and looks at the display.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I have to take this.’

	He turns his back on me as he has the conversation and I try not to feel rejected, remembering what I said earlier about allowing people the space to get on with their own lives, their own obligations.

	After a moment, he puts his phone in his pocket and walks back towards me, taking both my hands in his.

	‘Julia, I’m so sorry, but I’m going to have to go. Rob’s usual nurse is on holiday and the temp agency have cancelled on us. Dad’s going to need my help later and…’

	I take one hand out of his and place my index finger on his lips. ‘Go,’ I say, with more enthusiasm than I feel. ‘It’s fine.’

	‘Thank you,’ he says quietly. ‘Can I see you tomorrow?’

	‘Yes please.’

	He kisses my forehead, lingering for a moment, and then turns away, walking back towards the High Street. I climb the steps up to my front door and then turn to watch him. Sensing me he turns too. He waves, before disappearing into the fading light.

	Standing there on the steps of my childhood home, I suddenly realise the depth of my feelings for Edwin. This isn’t a passing crush; I’m in love with him. My feelings for Alec were nothing in comparison to this. Watching my mother get married, seeing that everything has changed, has allowed me to see what is right in front of me. Truth be told I’m terrified, but I’m ready to feel these feelings properly, not bury them or run away from them. Because I’m sure he feels it too.


6th June 1998

	My dearest daughter,

	This is going to be the hardest letter I’ve written to you so far. Part of me just wants to wish you a happy birthday and talk about something else.

	I’ve been working through the twelve steps for twelve years now. Some of them are harder than others. All of them are hard – getting through one day without thinking about drinking is hard – but this one…everyone hates this one. You can feel the atmosphere change in meetings when step nine is mentioned.

	Step eight is to make a list of everyone we’ve ever hurt because of our drinking (well, that bit was easy – although it was a long list) and be prepared to make amends with them all.

	Step nine is to contact everyone on that list, wherever possible, and try to make amends.

	This year yours isn’t the only letter I’ve been writing.

	And it’s time for me to try to make amends. I know you won’t read this letter just yet, but one day you will. One day, I hope, you will read all the letters and I hope you know how sorry I am for everything.

	You never saw me when I was drunk, thank God. You never had to suffer that, but your mother did and as a direct result of my drinking and the way I behaved when I drank, the wedge was driven between your mother and me that meant I never really got to see you. And for that I am truly sorry.

	Whether you forgive me or not is your call to make, but if you would indulge an old man a little bit of advice on your birthday, let me tell you that the art of forgiveness is underrated. Don’t make the mistake of carrying around grudges, of ignoring your feelings, of hauling that stuff around like a heavy bag for the rest of your life. That’s what I’ve done; I’m sure it’s what your mother has done. Try not to follow in our footsteps.

	The last twelve months have been hard on all of us. Cedric’s son Robert was in a terrible accident last year and it looks as though he will never walk again. We’re all still reeling from the news. You never know what life is going to throw at you. I suppose that’s why I chose this year to work on asking for forgiveness. And seeing if it was possible to forgive myself.

	Forgiveness frees you. It doesn’t mean you should condone the thing that was done to you, but unless you forgive and walk away, you’ll never be free.

	Allow yourself to be free, my love.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 24

	My mobile is ringing and I reach out from under the duvet to answer it. It’s my mother and for a moment I debate not picking up, but she’ll only keep ringing until I do.

	‘Hello, Mum? This is very early for the morning after your wedding.’ It’s not even 7 a.m.

	‘I couldn’t wait any longer; I wanted to hear all the gossip.’

	‘What gossip?’ I ask. What has she heard?

	‘You and Edwin of course! We all noticed you leaving early.’

	Edwin.

	‘Julia?’ My mother isn’t going to give up. ‘Is he there with you now?’ she stage-whispers.

	‘No, Mum,’ I reply, pulling myself up to sitting, trying to ignore the feeling of sadness that he isn’t here with me now. ‘Sorry to disappoint you but he’s not here. I’m presuming he’s at home.’

	‘Oh.’ Mum sounds terribly disappointed.

	‘He had to go home,’ I say. ‘His brother’s nurse was on holiday and the agency let them down.’

	‘I’m sorry, Julia,’ Mum says. ‘But this is what life’s like for him. If you want to be with him you have to accept that.’

	‘I know,’ I say, thinking about my conversation with Edwin last night. ‘Anyway who says I want to be with him?’

	‘Oh come on, Julia, I’m your mother. I’ve seen the way you look at him. And the way he looks at you.’

	While she’s talking, I hear the beep of another call coming through but I let it go through to voicemail. I change the subject of our conversation and we chat a little about the wedding, about how wonderful it was. I hear the landline ringing downstairs but again I leave it to ring out. I’m not ready to get out of bed yet. I wish Mum and Johnny well as they set off for a few days in Paris, tell them I’ll see them when they get back. Then I turn over and go back to sleep.

	*

	I’m woken by a loud hammering on the front door. I reluctantly get out of bed to go and see who it is. As I come down into the hall I hear Edwin’s voice but, before I have a chance to get excited that he’s here so early or distressed that I’m still in my pyjamas, I realise I can hear him talking to someone. There is a scuffling on the front doorstep and I see figures through the frosted glass.

	‘Julia, are you there?’ Edwin shouts. ‘Can you answer the door, please?’

	As I go to answer it I hear Edwin telling whoever is in front of my house to leave us alone, and then the noise from outside dies down a little. Edwin has a way of controlling situations, a way of making people do what he says.

	Confused and curious in equal measures I open the door a crack. It’s just enough for him to come into the house, pushing me out of the way. As the door closes I hear someone shout ‘Are you Miss Simmonds’s partner? How do you feel about…?’

	I look at Edwin. He’s holding what appears to be every single Sunday paper known to man. I feel a flutter of fear in my chest.

	‘What…’ I begin.

	‘I’m sorry to just barge in on you like this. I tried to phone.’ He seems annoyed, probably because I haven’t answered the phone again, and the tenderness of the previous evening has gone. I hope it wasn’t just the champagne talking.

	‘I was asleep,’ I lie.

	‘I think you’d better come and sit down.’

	Edwin leads us into the living room and drops himself down onto the couch, still clutching the newspapers as though he doesn’t want me to see them. I sit down opposite him.

	‘What’s going on?’ I ask, although I have a horrible feeling I already know.

	‘I was awake early this morning and I went out to get a paper,’ he begins. I don’t comment on the number of papers he appears to have bought. ‘You know how probate works don’t you?’

	‘I think so,’ I say, casting my mind back to our earliest meetings and to my old job, which seems a lifetime ago.

	‘When a person dies and their affairs have been sorted out the will eventually goes on the public record,’ he says. ‘Which means anyone can see it.’

	The last piece of the jigsaw puzzle in my head is put in place.

	‘Bruce Baldwin’s will went on the public record last week. I can’t believe I didn’t see this coming.’ Edwin stops and carefully places the pile of Sunday papers on the table between us.

	I stare at the papers in front of me, seeing words like ‘Lovechild’ and ‘Million-Pound Fortune’ blaring out at me. I see my father’s name and a picture of him that I don’t recognise. He looks old and ill. I’m barely able to comprehend that the story they are telling is mine.

	‘Well at least the Observer went with a different headline,’ I say, trying to look on the bright side.

	‘Page two.’

	‘And that’s members of our esteemed press outside is it?’ I ask.

	Edwin nods. ‘They want an exclusive interview with you.’

	‘So basically I’m trapped in my own house?’

	He shrugs. ‘For now. They’ll get bored and go away in the end. There’ll be another story along next week.’

	‘I honestly didn’t realise how famous my parents were.’

	‘I did try to tell you,’ Edwin says. His tone softens, his shoulders relaxing now he’s broken the news. ‘To be fair though,’ he continues, ‘it’s August Bank Holiday weekend. The slowest news weekend of the year. The press tends to latch on to anything in August.’

	Our eyes meet and I suddenly feel furious. How could he let this happen? He’s supposed to be looking after me. I thought that’s what my father wanted. I’m about to say something when the phone starts ringing.

	It doesn’t stop ringing all morning. Edwin deals with it, referring everyone to his office, telling them he’ll contact them on Tuesday. In between calls I keep trying to say something to him, to tell him how I’m feeling, to try to get him to stop taking over but there isn’t a chance. My mobile starts ringing.

	‘Don’t answer it!’ Edwin shouts.

	But I can already see it’s my mother.

	‘I’m on the Eurostar.’

	‘Hello, Mum,’ I say, knowing what’s coming.

	‘Have you seen the Sunday Times?’

	‘Yes. And the Sun and the Mail on Sunday. I’m even on page two of the Observer.’

	‘Have you seen the photo of me on page 4 of the Times?’

	Typical.

	‘No, I haven’t actually opened any of the papers yet, let alone read the crap written in them. Are there any pictures of me?’

	‘I look awful. It’s taken on the High Street but I can’t for the life of me imagine when. Do I really look that old?’

	‘Mum,’ I say firmly. ‘This isn’t about you.’

	She stops for a moment and I hear her take a breath.

	‘No, I’m sorry. Are you all right?’

	‘I…’ I’m about to say that I’m fine. I always say I’m fine, no matter what. I’ve been telling everyone I’m fine for weeks but the truth is I’m not. How could anyone be fine in this situation?

	‘Julia?’

	‘I don’t know, Mum. I really don’t know.’

	‘Shall I come home? I’ll get off the Eurostar right now if you like?’

	I’m assuming the Eurostar is still at St Pancras and not currently in motion.

	‘No, Mum, go to Paris. Edwin and I have got this.’ While I understand that her heart is in the right place, I’m not sure her presence is really going to help.

	‘Edwin’s there? How is he?’

	‘Angry,’ I say. ‘Shouting at everyone.’

	‘How did this happen?’

	I explain to her about Bruce’s will going on the public record.

	‘Oh,’ she says, ‘no wonder he’s angry. He probably blames himself.’

	‘Right now I blame him too. And you and Bruce bloody Baldwin.’

	‘Julia, please…’

	‘I’m sorry, I just don’t know how to deal with this.’

	‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come home?’

	‘Go to Paris. Enjoy your honeymoon. I’ll see you at the end of the week. This will all have blown over by then.’ I hope it will have done anyway.

	I hang up and close my eyes, resting my head against the back of the sofa. I’m still in my pyjamas and I haven’t eaten since the wedding reception. I’m starving and a little bit hung-over. I can hear Edwin in the hallway talking to whatever reporter is phoning now. But in the end all I can do is summon up the energy to have a shower.

	*

	Around noon Edwin finally unplugs the phone at the wall. An hour later the last straggling reporters have disappeared from the front steps as I, hopefully, become yesterday’s news and I finally have a chance to make some food and talk to Edwin.

	‘There’s not much in the fridge,’ I say, peering inside. ‘Some leftover smoked salmon…’

	‘Anything’s fine,’ he interrupts. He still sounds annoyed. ‘A cup of tea wouldn’t go amiss if you don’t mind.’

	He’s not the only one who’s annoyed. He knows where the kettle is doesn’t he? He’s been here often enough playing happy families with my mother.

	‘Julia, what’s the matter?’ I realise I’m banging the plates and cups around in a disgruntled fashion.

	‘How did you not see this coming?’ I say quietly. ‘You promised to look after me. You promised my father you’d look after me and look what you’ve done. Now the whole world knows the one thing Bruce Baldwin never wanted anyone to know.’

	‘You think any of this is my fault?’ His voice is as cold as ice and it cuts through me. I can’t believe this is the same person who nearly kissed me last night. ‘How is any of this my fault?’

	‘You were the executor of Dad’s will…you…’

	‘I did what was required of me by law.’ God, he can be pompous sometimes.

	‘Then why doesn’t this happen more often? Famous people’s posthumous secrets?’

	‘It does, but it’s rarely newsworthy. It gets buried on page eleven or on some godforsaken internet gossip page.’ I can hear him softening again. ‘This is just bad timing.’

	I finish making the lunch in silence and take his plate and mug over to him. As I do, Edwin stands up and puts his arms around me. As soon as I feel the warmth of his body against me again I burst into tears.

	‘I’m so sorry,’ he says. ‘I tried to get them to tell you. I tried to get this out in the open before Bruce died.’

	‘I know you did,’ I reply, pulling away from him and rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands. ‘I’m sorry too. I know this isn’t your fault.’

	‘Come and sit down, have some lunch. Forget about it all for a few minutes if you can.’

	I sit down next to him and as I do my phone starts ringing again.

	‘Don’t answer it,’ he warns.

	I look at the display. ‘It’s Pen.’

	He holds his hands up as though to tell me to go ahead and goes back to his lunch.

	‘Hi Pen,’ I say.

	‘Jesus, Julia, have you seen the Sunday papers?’

	‘Funnily enough, yes I have.’

	‘What are you going to do?’

	‘Nothing, Edwin’s dealing with it.’ I look at him and catch his eye and he grins at me through a mouthful of food.

	‘How’s it going?’ she says, changing tack at the mention of Edwin’s name.

	‘How’s Graeme?’ I respond.

	‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

	‘Hypocrite.’

	‘Look, Julia, can I come down to London? I miss you.’

	‘I miss you too,’ I reply. ‘Come down tomorrow.’

	‘You sure? I won’t be interrupting love’s young dream?’

	‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ I say, ignoring her. Tomorrow will be fun if today’s conversation is anything to go by.

	As I put the phone back on the table Edwin reaches over and squeezes my hand. ‘It’s all going to be OK,’ he says.

	But it isn’t of course. Everything just gets worse.


Chapter 25

	Bank Holiday Monday is cloudy and muggy. I sleep badly and get up early feeling jittery and anxious. I decide to skip coffee – it’ll only make me feel worse – and go for a long run. I double up on my usual route around Kensington Palace Gardens and Hyde Park, looping a figure of eight around the Serpentine. I try not to think about sitting here with Edwin after Mum’s wedding, about what might have been. How was that less than two days ago?

	As I run back down the High Street towards home I pass the newspaper stand. I slow down to see who’s making the headlines today.

	Christ!

	Three tabloids have the same shot on the front of them with different versions of the same headline. But it’s the grainy picture that catches my interest. I pull the hood of my hoodie over my head and step a bit closer. It’s blurred but it’s very obviously a picture of Edwin on my front doorstep. It must have been taken yesterday.

	Pulling the hood further over my head in the hope that nobody recognises me, I take the emergency pound coin out of the pocket of my running tights and buy the cheapest of the three tabloids. Although I’m desperate to know what the papers are saying today, I make myself take some deep breaths and walk over towards Kensington Palace Gardens before I read the story.

	Today’s tabloid headline sensation is mostly going over the same old ground as yesterday, just in case anyone missed it. But today we have a new twist.

	Family lawyer Edwin Jones, pictured visiting Miss Simmonds in the early hours of Sunday morning, (even I wouldn’t call 8 a.m. ‘the early hours’ but don’t let the truth get in the way of a good story) is the older brother of the young up-and-coming rugby star Robert Jones, who was paralysed in a match at Harrow School 16 years ago, this paper can exclusively reveal (not that exclusively considering it’s in at least two other papers).

	A source close to the family says that the late artist Bruce Baldwin donated a SIX-FIGURE sum to the rehabilitation unit in which Robert Jones recovered from his accident. ‘It makes you wonder how many other children Bruce might have had,’ said the friend.

	What?

	My phone, which I use as an iPod and a tracker when I run, is attached to my arm. I rip it off the Velcro strap and dial Edwin’s number. He picks up straight away.

	‘Julia.’ He sounds terrible.

	‘I just saw the papers.’

	‘Where are you?’

	I want to tell him I’m in Kensington Palace Gardens. I want to tell him to come here and lie in the grass with me again, to hold my hand and pretend none of this is happening.

	‘Hyde Park,’ I say instead.

	‘I’m in the office. Could you come?’

	I hesitate for a minute, aware of how awful I look in my running clothes, my hair scraped back, sweat drying on my skin. But I suspect what I look like will be the last thing on his mind.

	‘Sure, give me ten minutes.’

	*

	The front door of Jones & Cartwright is unlocked when I arrive and I push it open with my hip as I’m carrying two cups of takeaway coffee. I figured we could both use them. Edwin is sitting in the reception area with his head in his hands. He’s wearing the same clothes as yesterday: jeans, Converse and a polo shirt. He either hasn’t been home or he left in such a hurry this morning he only had time to pull on yesterday’s clothes. I walk up to him, squatting down next to him, putting my hand on his leg.

	‘Hey,’ I say quietly.

	He looks up, his eyes bloodshot, his hair standing up on end. At least we both look equally rough.

	‘Oh God, Julia. What am I going to do?’

	I hand him the coffee and sit down on the sofa next to him. It seems such a long time since I first sat on these sofas, before I knew any of this. We drink our coffee in silence.

	‘I thought you said this would blow over,’ I say after a while, not looking at him.

	‘I honestly thought it would. I never thought they’d dig up stuff about Rob. It was a non-story then, unless you went to Harrow. It wasn’t as if Rob had been signed for any teams at that point. He was still…’ He stops, swallows. I realise he’s trying not to cry.

	‘Who do you think told them?’

	He shrugs. ‘Probably nobody. I don’t think “sources close to the family” actually exist.’

	‘Then how did this happen? Christ, Edwin, I thought you were going to sort this out.’

	He doesn’t respond. He just stands up and walks away from me, his back to me. I can see the rise and fall of his shoulders as he breathes. I can see the tension in his back.

	I stand up too. ‘Talk to me for God’s sake,’ I shout at his back. ‘Tell me what happened? You told the journalists to call you here on Tuesday. You told me everything would be OK. Now the whole world knows my father’s secrets, the things he didn’t even want me to know. Explain to me how that happened?’

	He turns around slowly. ‘You still think this is my fault don’t you? That I’ve somehow failed to do my job?’

	‘That’s not what I’m saying. I just thought you’d sorted this out.’

	‘Did you really think that my telling them yesterday to call me on Tuesday would be the end of it?’

	‘You said it would be, you said…’

	‘I was trying to calm you down. I was trying to do the right thing.’

	‘How am I going to launch the business and open the Art Salon with all this bad press going on? What are we going to do about it?’

	‘Christ, Julia, it’s not always about you!’ he shouts. The urgency in his voice makes me jump and the sound reverberates through the empty office. ‘What about how I feel? What about how Rob feels? What about the insinuations against my mother?’

	I close my eyes and take a deep breath. He’s right; this isn’t just about me any more. I walk over to him and reach over to touch him but he steps away from me.

	‘I can’t do this right now, Julia,’ he says. ‘Like you say, I’ve got a lot to sort out.’

	I watch him walking away from me and up the stairs towards his office. When he’s gone, I stand there for a moment deflated, staring at the stairs. Eventually I turn around and walk back out towards Hyde Park.

	*

	As I walk down Knightsbridge, avoiding Kensington Palace Gardens, my phone rings.

	‘Julia, where are you and why are there more journalists on your doorstep?’ Pen shouts in my ear.

	‘You’re here early,’ I reply.

	‘I told them they were trespassing and managed to shift them on, but I’d give it a while before you go home. They’re persistent aren’t they?’

	‘Have you not seen the tabloids this morning?’

	‘No not yet, why?’

	‘Go and buy yourself a paper, catch up on the gossip and meet me for a coffee somewhere?’

	‘Shall we go to that nice Italian at the end of your road?’

	‘No.’ I’m tempted – Marco’s coffee is excellent – but I’ve managed to avoid Marco since the wedding. He’s bound to have so many opinions on everything that I just can’t face it. For all I know he’s the ‘source close the family’ although I don’t really believe that. Edwin’s probably right that there isn’t a source at all. I bet it’s all made up. ‘Meet me in the café in Kensington High Street tube station,’ I say to Pen.

	She’s already there when I arrive, coffee cup gripped in one hand, eyes glued to the paper.

	‘Bloody hell,’ she says, looking up at me as I sit down. ‘This is all bollocks though surely?’

	‘There must be some truth in it. I don’t think they’re allowed to just make up anything.’

	She makes a derogatory snorting noise and gets up to buy me a coffee.

	‘What does Edwin say?’ she asks as she bangs a latte down in front of me. You wouldn’t think she served coffee for a living.

	‘Not much. He’s furious and upset and I think I made everything worse.’ I realise I haven’t had a chance to talk to her properly since before Mum’s wedding. I tell her about the wedding, about how Edwin nearly kissed me. And then I tell her what happened at his office.

	She shrugs. ‘Sounds like you’re both just tired and overwhelmed. This is huge, Julia, for both of you. Your story, which you’ve only just found out, has been splashed all over the newspapers and now his past has been dragged up too. You’re just going to have to be patient and let the dust settle.’

	I rest my head on my arms and groan.

	‘It’s been quite a summer hasn’t it?’ Pen says quietly.

	‘It’s not over yet,’ I say. ‘We’ve still got this Art Salon to launch.’

	‘And your new business.’ Pen grins.

	‘I don’t know if I can do it.’

	‘Of course you can. You don’t think you can now, but you just need a bit of space and some sleep and then you need to talk to Edwin, preferably before this Art Salon launches.’

	‘But I’m just not sure we’ll get back to how we were at Mum’s wedding. It feels as though that was a moment in time, lost for ever.’

	‘Do you like this guy?’ she asks.

	‘Yes.’

	‘Do you want that moment back?’

	‘More than I thought possible.’

	‘Then you have to tell him how you feel!’

	‘Like you’ve told Graeme how you feel,’ I reply.

	‘That’s different. Graeme is moving away to live his dream. I can’t interfere with that.’

	‘No, but you could go with him.’

	She doesn’t say anything. She just stares at the bottom of her coffee cup as though there is something fascinating there.

	‘I’ll make a deal with you,’ I say. ‘I’ll talk to Edwin if you talk to Graeme.’

	‘I talk to Graeme every day,’ she replies.

	‘Talk to him about how you feel.’

	She looks at me for a moment, then shakes her head slightly. ‘How can I?’ she asks. ‘It’s too late. I should have told him months ago. Years ago.’

	I look away from her. ‘It’s never too late, Pen. Not until you’re dead anyway. If my dad had got in touch even the week before he died it would have been better than not at all.’ Pen doesn’t say anything for a while and I’m beginning to wonder if I’ve said too much when I feel her hand on my shoulder.

	‘Deal,’ she says in a quiet voice.

	I turn back to her, surprised. ‘Really?’

	‘Yup. If you talk to Edwin, I’ll talk to Graeme,’ she says. ‘But I do have two conditions.’

	‘Yes?’

	‘Firstly, an invitation to this Art Salon launch. Which I’m presuming you were intending to invite me to but it’s just slipped your mind. If things go well, I’ll bring Graeme. If they don’t I’ll drink all the free champagne. I presume there will be free champagne?’

	‘Obviously.’

	‘And secondly, can you go home and have a shower, please? You stink. The journalists are bound to have shifted on by now.’


6th June 1985

	My dearest daughter,

	I didn’t think I’d be writing to you from the hospital this year. I have two black eyes and a concussion. It’s not my finest hour.

	I got drunk, very drunk. I don’t really remember what happened. The last thing I know I was having a quick drink with some friends and then I woke up in the hospital. Apparently, I stepped out in front of a taxi. I have no recollection.

	I swore I’d stop when you were born, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. Maybe I didn’t want to stop enough. I thought I could have just one or two but I can’t. I thought being a father would mean I’d automatically change, that I’d suddenly become someone who could have one drink without having another and another and another…

	Thinking like that has landed me in hospital and landed me with even less chance of your mother letting me see you again.

	So tomorrow I’m going to an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. I’m just going to see what it’s like. I don’t have much faith in myself. I’ve failed rehab twice before, but I do have faith in you and I do want to be the best version of myself I can for you.

	So I’ll go to a meeting tomorrow and see; take it one day at a time. At least then I’ll know I gave it a chance.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 26

	‘Did Bruce ever fall off the wagon?’ I ask Frank. We’re in the Notting Hill flat sorting through paintings, clearing the place out. We’re looking for just a few more paintings to display at the opening of the Art Salon, although I’m trying not to think about that too much.

	Rain is lashing against the windows outside, our long hot summer just a memory. When I take a deep breath in, I can smell autumn on its way already and a sense of nostalgia washes over me, nostalgia for the summer that has gone and the things that might have been.

	Frank looks at me, smiling. ‘Oh he fell off the wagon many times. Most of them spectacularly.’

	‘No, I didn’t mean back then. I meant after I was born. After he started going to AA meetings and working the steps.’ I smile self-consciously. ‘Sorry if that’s the wrong way to say it.’

	‘No, working the steps is a pretty accurate turn of phrase.’ I forget sometimes that Frank is probably still working them. ‘But how do you know about that?’

	‘It’s in the letters,’ I reply. ‘He wrote about his recovery sometimes. He seemed particularly enthusiastic about steps three and nine.’

	Frank chuckles to himself and shakes his head. ‘Oh we’re all pretty enthusiastic about step nine.’ He pauses, ‘It was a funny thing to write to a child about.’

	I shrug. ‘I guess he knew Mum would never let me read them anyway.’

	‘Maybe she was right after all.’

	I don’t answer that. Who knows what is wrong and what is right any more?

	‘So did he?’ I ask again. ‘Did he fall off the wagon again? It’s just that Edw…’ I pause. I don’t want to talk about Edwin. ‘When I got the letters, some of them were missing.’

	Frank stops sorting through the stack of paintings he’s working on and sits back on his heels.

	‘He did, yes. Just once more, just after your eighteenth birthday. I don’t know what brought it on really but I think he’d been struggling for a while.’

	‘He does mention a few times in the later letters that he was tempted to drink again and was having to go to AA meetings more frequently. There was a definite feeling that he’d given up in those last letters.’

	‘You turning eighteen was difficult for him,’ Frank says, standing up and stretching his legs. ‘It was as though he’d lost you then, as though he had to set you free.’

	I open my mouth to protest, to say that if I’d known I would have found him, to say that I’d spent half my life trying to find him. But Frank pre-empts me.

	‘Nobody’s blaming you, Julia. To be honest these days I don’t think anyone was completely to blame. You must realise your father was as obstinate as your mother about all this.’

	‘Why did he never come looking for me later? After I’d left London?’

	Frank sighs. ‘Honestly I have no idea. I think he felt he’d be a huge disappointment to you. Or worse, that you wouldn’t want to see him.’ That’s pretty much what Edwin told me weeks ago. I don’t know why I keep asking the question because it seems that nobody really knew what my father was thinking, or why he did the things he did. Frank comes towards me and pulls me into a hug.

	‘I wish I knew more,’ I say into his chest. ‘I was hoping the missing letters might turn up here in his flat, but it doesn’t look like they’re going to.’

	He pulls away from me and turns back to the flat. ‘Shall we keep looking?’ he says. ‘You never know.’

	The flat is looking so much better than it did when I first saw it back in June. It’s so much bigger than it seemed. The morning sunshine streams in through the huge windows, which are badly in need of a good clean, and every time I come here I love it a little bit more.

	‘What are you going to do with this place when we’ve cleared it out?’ Frank asks.

	‘I’m thinking of living in it,’ I say, surprising myself. It really is a decision I’ve only made this morning as the true beauty of the flat has started to become apparent.

	‘Really?’

	‘Yes. At first I was thinking of staying in Campden Hill Road. Mum and Johnny keep promising they’re going to move out, but I don’t think they will and I can’t live with my mother for ever. Edw…’ I pause again. ‘Apparently I could sell this place for about two million pounds but I don’t need that money, and I think it’s about time I lived by myself.’

	Frank doesn’t say anything for a minute. ‘Are we going to talk about the elephant in the room?’ he says suddenly.

	‘What?’

	‘That’s twice you’ve stopped yourself saying Edwin’s name in the last ten minutes. I’ve lost count of the number of times you’ve done it since the wedding. The Art Salon launches in less than two weeks and you need to be there, which means you and Edwin need to sort this out.’

	It’s been over a week since Mum’s wedding, over a week since I was in Jones & Cartwright, over a week since I last saw Edwin and I miss him overwhelmingly. I miss talking to him every day; I miss knowing he’s there if I need him. But mostly I can’t help feeling I’ve missed an opportunity to really take charge of my life, to let myself be happy. It’s hard to believe that only four months ago I didn’t even know he existed.

	I’ve been doing that thing that I promised myself I wouldn’t do. I’ve been trying to bury my feelings about him, run away from them. I’ve hidden the Tiffany bracelet at the very back of my bottom drawer and I’ve hung the dress I was wearing at Mum’s wedding, which is still holding on to the expensive, spicy aroma of his aftershave, in the wardrobe in the bedroom at the top of the house where Mum used to hide her old headshots so I’m not tempted to sniff it. When I closed the wardrobe door I noticed that the pink boxes of headshots weren’t there any more. Everybody is moving on except me.

	‘Julia?’

	Frank is still talking to me, trying to get me to talk about Edwin. I need to snap out of this. I can’t bury my feelings; I can’t run away from them. I can’t let myself end up like my father.

	I sit down on the floor and rest my head in my hands. ‘I’m so sorry, Uncle Frank,’ I say. ‘I just miss him so much and I’m so embarrassed. I was so rude to him when he was at such a low point, probably the one time he needed me more than I needed him.’

	Frank comes and sits down next to me. ‘I know how important Edwin’s been in your life over the last few months, but don’t you see that is exactly the reason that you need to talk to him? Don’t make the mistakes your mother made. I know you can be as stubborn as she is.’

	I don’t say anything about that, but I know there’s some truth in it.

	‘Look,’ Frank continues, ‘I don’t want to be like Delph and Johnny, constantly trying to play matchmaker with you two. What you and Edwin choose to do with your lives is your business. But this launch is important to me, and I know it’s important to you, and I need you and Edwin onside to make it happen. Don’t make me play go-between, Julia. I spent enough of my life doing that with your parents.’

	‘Does he ask about me?’

	‘He asks if I’ve seen you. He pretends to be nonchalant about it but I can tell he’s fishing. Oh, and he needs you to choose what sort of floor you’d like in the studio.’

	I smile despite myself.

	‘There isn’t any truth in the rumours is there?’ I ask.

	‘About Bruce and Edwin’s mother?’ Frank asks. ‘Of course not. Bruce did donate a lot of money to the rehab centre after Robert’s accident but it was because he cared about those boys so much, not because of anything else. Robert’s accident left us all feeling so helpless. Bruce just wanted to do whatever he could.’

	‘How did the papers find out about that?’ I ask.

	‘I’ve no idea. I suspect they put two and two together and made sixty.’

	‘I can’t believe I blamed Edwin for this. I can’t believe I’ve ruined everything.’

	‘I don’t think you have, Julia. You and Edwin both said things you regret last week but I think you both know it was just in the heat of the moment. I don’t think either of you meant any of it.’

	‘Do you think he knows that?’

	‘Probably, but you’ll have to talk to him to find out.’

	I pull a face.

	‘Look, Julia, you honestly have nothing to lose. Edwin doesn’t often let anyone break through his rather icy exterior. It’s a protection mechanism that he built up after Robert’s accident.’ I remember Edwin told me that after Mum’s wedding. ‘The only person other than my brother I’ve ever seen him open up to is you.’

	‘Really?’

	‘Really. Go and see him. Go and see the studio. It’s looking fantastic. Apart from the fact it hasn’t got a floor.’


Chapter 27

	I leave Frank in the flat with his brother’s paintings, promising him that I will call Edwin. Now I know he’s been asking about me, now I know that he misses me too, I don’t feel as embarrassed. Time to face my feelings. I have to phone him.

	I decide to go home and have a shower as I’m covered in dust and grime from my father’s flat. Frank says Edwin’s at work so I’ll phone him there and ask him to meet me later at the studio. I should have been to see it last week. I shouldn’t have been so stubborn. Edwin and I said things last Monday in the heat of the moment, during an unbearably stressful time. I’m sure neither of us meant them. I certainly didn’t and those words have been eating me up inside for long enough.

	As I’m getting ready, I see my sewing machine looking at me, judging me. I haven’t touched the sewing machine since the wedding either. I tried. I thought I’d throw myself into getting this business idea off the ground, especially if I’m meant to be launching it on the night we open the studio – I bought a website and opened an Etsy store, set up a Facebook group and played around with a few other procrastination tools, but try as I might I never got around to sewing anything. All the designs I’d been coming up with since this summer remained two-dimensional in my sketchbook. Without Edwin cheering me on it just doesn’t seem worth it. It’s almost as though he were my muse. Just like I was my father’s.

	I wonder if it might be better to go and see him. He can ignore a phone call after all, especially if he’s busy. He can’t ignore me if I’m sitting there waiting for him, can he?

	I take extra care getting ready. I blow-dry my hair, even though it’s raining, and do my make-up carefully. I dress in a navy-blue skirt and a blue and white striped shirt with a navy jacket over the top, all handmade by me. I might not have made any clothes over the last week or so but I have been working on being my brand. One day I’ll wear handmade every day. When I’m sure I’ve managed to achieve that look that lies somewhere between well put-together and ‘oh I just flung this on’, I head off to find a cab.

	I’m excited at the prospect of seeing Edwin again and the butterflies dance in my stomach a little, after weeks of being supressed. I struggle with my umbrella as I head towards the High Street. It’s starting to come up for rush hour and the road is heaving. Taxis are beeping madly at each other as though that will make the traffic suddenly part like the Red Sea. Tourists on bikes weave in and out of the cars.

	My mother thinks that London’s free bike scheme is the worst thing that’s ever happened to the city, up there with turning Kensington Market into a computer shop, and on days like this I’m inclined to agree with her. I’ve been running across Kensington High Street in rush hour since I was a teenager, but the bikes add a whole new dimension to the puzzle.

	I start looking for a taxi with its light on. I spot one on the other side of the road so I start to cross, dodging behind the back of another cab and smiling to the Mercedes driver who lets me past. I’m almost at the other side of the road when, out of nowhere, a man on a rented bike lurches away from the kerb towards me. I’m aware of a sudden sharp pain in my side before the world turns black.

	*

	I wake up to the unpleasant smell of disinfectant and cabbage. I hear their voices before I can bring myself to open my eyes, before I realise where I am or what has happened.

	‘A rented bicycle of all things,’ my mother is bemoaning loudly. ‘I’ve always hated those monstrosities. Why couldn’t she have been hit by something more glamorous? A Porsche or something?’

	‘I suspect if she’d been hit by a Porsche, we’d be identifying her body right now,’ says another voice that I recognise.

	Edwin.

	I struggle to open my eyes.

	As Edwin and my mother continue to bicker about whether or not I should be dead, neither of them noticing that I’m waking up, I look carefully around the room. I’m very aware that looking at anything is extremely painful, so I narrow my eyelids to slits. I’m not sure if it helps at all.

	I’m in a dingy hospital ward. Everyone else here looks grey and worried and they are staring at my mother and Edwin, both of whom look wildly out of place, so tall and glamorous and loud. They look like they’ve been beamed down from another planet and I wonder what the ordinary-sized, ordinarily dressed people are thinking.

	Edwin is holding my hand. I’m suddenly very acutely aware of how much I’ve missed him, even more than I’ve admitted to Frank or Pen. Even more than I’ve admitted to myself. I have no idea why he’s here but I’m so glad he is. I squeeze his hand to get his attention and he looks at me.

	‘You’re awake,’ he says quietly, lowering his voice several decibels from the voice he’s been using on my mother, which I suspect is the voice he uses in court.

	I try to move but a blinding pain hits me behind my right eye, like the worst headache I’ve ever had, tripled.

	‘Don’t try and move,’ he says, so I lie back on the pillows and close my eyes again, waiting for the wave of nausea to subside. The last thing I need right now is for Edwin to see me throw up.

	‘Does she need more pain meds?’ my mother asks, talking over the top of me. ‘Maybe I should adjust the pillows.’ She starts to fuss with the bedding and the pain shoots through my head again.

	‘Maybe just leave it,’ Edwin says, adopting his court voice again. My mother takes a step away from the bed though, so it seems to work.

	‘What happened?’ I ask. My voice doesn’t sound like my own. My mouth is bone dry and I really want some water, but I can only manage a couple of words at a time.

	‘You were hit by one of those ridiculous bicycles while crossing the High Street,’ my mother announces to the whole ward. ‘You’ve been unconscious ever since. I always knew those bikes would be a disaster. Haven’t I always said it?’ Luckily for everyone, before Mum has a chance to warm to her theme, a nurse comes across to tell us that visiting hours are nearly over and Miss Simmonds needs some rest.

	‘When can I go home?’ I ask. I wonder if the nurse knows who I am. I wonder if she read the papers last Bank Holiday weekend.

	‘If you get a good night’s sleep tonight and there’s no sign of concussion by the morning, you’ll be discharged after the doctor sees you tomorrow.’

	‘What time shall I come and pick her up?’ my mother asks.

	‘Lunchtime,’ the nurse replies. ‘Now come on, both of you.’

	I’m still holding Edwin’s hand for dear life and I don’t want to let go. I don’t want to let him go.

	‘Can I have five minutes?’ he asks the nurse. She looks at him and I can see her trying to say no, but nobody can resist those blue eyes and she concedes, nodding once and drawing the curtains around us as she escorts my mother away.

	‘I’ll wait for you in the lobby, Edwin,’ my mother says as she disappears in a waft of perfume.

	Edwin and I look at each other until it hurts too much to keep my eyes open any longer. As I lean my head back against the pillows I feel his thumb gently massaging the palm of my hand. The sensation is almost too much.

	‘Can I have some water?’ I ask.

	He holds a glass to my lips and I’m able to drink enough to stop my mouth feeling like the Gobi Desert. I hear him put the glass back on the cabinet by the bed and feel him reach across me to brush the hair out of my face. The gesture reminds me of sitting in Kensington Palace Gardens after Mum’s wedding. But I know nothing is the same any more.

	‘Can you tell me what happened properly?’ I ask.

	‘Well you did get hit by a pushbike.’ I can hear the smile in his voice. My mother’s right, it isn’t very glamorous. ‘It was Marco who recognised you and called your mother. It happened almost right outside his restaurant. You hit your head on the kerb. Your mother called me and I got here as quickly as I could.’

	‘Why?’ I manage to open my eyes. I need to see him, and he catches my gaze, holds it for just a moment.

	‘Because I needed to see you, to know you were OK…’ He trails off.

	‘I was coming to see you.’

	‘Really?’ He sounds surprised.

	‘Yes, I…I wanted to say how sorry I was for what I said. I should have phoned before now.’ I want to say more but another wave of nausea hits me and I close my eyes again.

	He squeezes my hand. ‘You have nothing to be sorry about. It’s been an awful time for all of us, and I’m sorry I took my frustrations out on you. You didn’t deserve that.’

	‘I did,’ I say. ‘I was being selfish.’

	He doesn’t say anything and the next thing I know is the feel of his lips on my forehead as he kisses me softly. I open my eyes again and he smiles at me. He looks tired and worried.

	‘Are you all right?’ I ask.

	He nods but doesn’t say anything else. He just sits there holding my hand until I fall asleep.


Chapter 28

	‘Stop flinching and try to stay still.’ My mother is getting annoyed with me.

	‘Why are you doing this anyway? I just want to go home and go to bed. I feel dreadful.’

	‘You’ll be grateful when I’m finished,’ she says.

	‘Well go a little easier will you. I’ve got a black eye and a very sore head.’

	‘Which is why I’m doing your make-up for you, so you don’t look so dreadful.’

	This is the point where I’d roll my eyes except it hurts too much.

	I woke up alone this morning, feeling worse than ever. I didn’t know it was possible to have such a bad headache and still be conscious. To my surprise the doctor dosed me up on painkillers and pronounced me well enough to go home. I feel like I need at least another two days in here but apparently I’ve become a bed-blocker.

	I was allowed to go and have a shower after the doctor had been and I saw myself in the mirror for the first time. I hardly recognised myself. It really was a spectacular black eye. My face looked pale and ill and my hair lank and greasy. I can’t believe Edwin saw me like this. After I’ve washed and dressed I feel worse but I do look a little better. Not good enough for my mother though who has brought her entire make-up box to disguise my hideous black eye. I must look good apparently because, rather than going home to bed where I should be, we’re going on an outing.

	‘Where are we off to anyway?’ I ask, knowing full well there’s no point arguing with her or trying to delay the outing for some other time.

	‘You’ll see when we get there,’ she replies, coming at me with a lipstick.

	I snatch it from her. ‘I’m perfectly capable of doing my own lipstick,’ I say.

	Eventually after much fuss and bother my mother steps back and looks at her handiwork. She sighs.

	‘You’ll do I suppose,’ she says.

	I look in the mirror, terrified at what I might see, but even I have to admit she’s done a good job. I don’t look much like my old self, but I do look human again, which is something.

	After some medical formalities and a pit stop at the pharmacy to collect my heavy-duty painkillers, we set off for wherever it is we’re going. I feel dizzy and nauseous and hope that wherever it is, it won’t take long. It’s still pouring with rain.

	To my shock, rather than getting a taxi, my mother is driving Johnny’s Fiat. I haven’t seen my mother drive for years, and when she does it’s with much trepidation about being on the wrong side of the road.

	‘You’re driving?’ I query.

	‘I am capable,’ she says with a sniff.

	I don’t have the energy to argue so I get into the passenger seat and close my eyes as she lurches out of the car park onto the Fulham Road.

	‘Try not to hit any bikes,’ I say.

	‘We’ll be about forty minutes,’ she replies. ‘Try to get some sleep.’

	In other words, be quiet, Julia, and don’t criticise my terrible driving. I close my eyes and let the swish of the windscreen wipers lull me to sleep.

	*

	When I wake up we’re parked on Whitechapel Road outside my father’s old studio. There are two skips full of what appears to be rubble outside, and the building is sporting new glass doors and windows. My mother is smiling.

	‘Doesn’t it look wonderful?’ she asks, as though she did it herself.

	‘When were you last here?’ I ask.

	‘Oh a few days ago…’ She stops, realising what she’s admitted.

	‘So you plucked up the courage to face it then?’

	‘Well, in your absence I was asked to give some advice on a matter,’ she answers pompously.

	‘What matter?’

	‘You’ll see. Now come on. You need to choose a floor and then you can see your surprise.’

	‘Why did you teach Edwin to dance?’ I ask. Suddenly I want to know her side of the story. This other life that I don’t remember, even though it was going on right under my nose.

	‘So he could sweep you off your feet at my wedding!’ She laughs.

	‘Mum, for once in your life can you just answer a question properly?’

	She stares straight ahead and for a moment I don’t think she’s going to say anything else. ‘I told you that after their mother died, Edwin and Robert became like sons to me. Cedric didn’t have a clue what to do with them. He was grief-stricken by his wife’s death and he just couldn’t talk to them. I took them under my wing a bit. Cedric and I had always been close; he was the first person I knew in England. It was just the natural order of things.’

	I want to tell her that the natural order of things was to put her actual biological child first, or share details of her parentage. And then I remember how I went to day school and got to come home every evening, how much fun Mum and I used to have when I was a kid. How Johnny was always there when I had a problem, or when school got too hard. How there was always money (thanks, I now discover, to my millionaire father) and always love, even if it wasn’t in the most conventional way.

	And I remember Edwin telling me about how lonely he was after his mother died, how much he hated boarding school and how he didn’t get to go home in the evenings even though home was only across London. And I realise that it wasn’t that bad, that it really wasn’t as bad as I’ve often pretended it was and that it was probably much, much worse for Edwin. And definitely for Robert.

	‘I suppose I’d better go and choose this floor then,’ I say, trying not to show my reluctance as my mother starts to get out of the car.

	‘Are you sure you can park here?’ I ask.

	‘It’ll be fine,’ my mother replies, marching me towards my father’s old studio.


6th June 1999

	My dearest daughter,

	Happy sweet sixteen, my darling.

	It’s been two years since I last saw you, but now I only have myself to blame.

	Over the last months I’ve felt your mother softening, as though, now you are older and starting to make your own decisions about life, she might let me see you occasionally. She might be ready to tell you the truth.

	But now I’m not sure I want her to tell you the truth. After all these years I’m beginning to wonder if your mother did the right thing. If keeping me away from you was for the best.

	I used to be full of grand ambitions to do something worthwhile with my art, that grand idea of an Art Salon for one. But nothing ever came to fruition and I’ve never been sure if making a couple of million for daubing paint on a canvas that rich people were willing to pay for is particularly worthwhile either. Just because people go wild over something doesn’t always mean it’s any good. Some things are just like the emperor’s new clothes and as I get older I’m beginning to wonder if my art is one of those things.

	No matter how successful I become as an artist, I still don’t feel good enough. I still don’t feel worthy of you.

	So maybe your mother was right. Perhaps it’s best if you don’t know about me, that you don’t see what a mess I’ve made of everything. And perhaps it’s not up to me and your mother to decide anyway. Maybe one day you can make that decision for yourself.

	I hope you enjoy your birthday, my darling, wherever you are.

	Happy Birthday, Princess.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 29

	We walk through the newly installed frosted glass doors of my father’s old studio into a space that is barely recognisable from the last time I was here. I can’t believe I haven’t been before now after all the work I’ve put into this studio. I can’t believe I didn’t just come and see it last week when it was ready. Everyone is right when they say I can be as stubborn as my mother. I need to work on that or I’m going to miss out on a lot of good things in life.

	‘Darling, you really have done a fantastic job,’ my mother says, holding her arms up. ‘It looks amazing!’

	‘I didn’t do it on my own.’

	‘Maybe not, but the idea was yours and the idea is always the most important thing.’

	‘The idea was in the letters…’

	‘Nonsense,’ she interrupts. ‘Look here’s Frank.’

	‘Good afternoon, ladies,’ Frank says as he emerges from behind yet another stack of paintings. I’m still staggered at how prolific my father’s talent was. ‘How are you feeling, Julia? Edwin told me about the accident.’

	‘Honestly, I’m still feeling pretty ropey,’ I reply. ‘But Mum thought it was about time I got involved in things again.’ I’m not for one moment going to admit that she might be right.

	‘Edwin’s out the back somewhere. Shall I go and get him?’ Frank asks.

	‘Yes,’ Mum says, before I’ve had a chance to answer. ‘I’ll come with you.’

	They stride off towards the back of the studio and I’m left alone. I sit down on a wooden stool and look around me. I can’t believe we’ve pulled it off.

	Four beautiful spaces have been created, just as we planned, with small anterooms coming off each space. There’s a mezzanine level as well with private rooms coming off it where people can work quietly on their own. The windows have been opened up and there’s a new skylight in the roof letting in lots of beautiful natural light and everything is painted white. It’s pretty much perfect and almost exactly how I imagined it. The only floor that this place deserves is pale wood.

	‘Hello, you,’ Edwin says as he steps out of one of the back rooms. He’s wearing khaki shorts and a grubby white T-shirt that he’s clearly wiped his hands on. He looks beautiful. ‘It’s good to see you. How are you feeling?’

	‘Well my head hurts like hell and I look like crap, but apparently I’ll live.’ I smile.

	‘Good, I’m glad.’ He comes towards me but he doesn’t touch me or bend to kiss me. He doesn’t mention last night, about sitting with me until I fell asleep. ‘You don’t look like crap,’ he says quietly.

	‘Pale wood floors,’ I say, changing the subject. ‘Oak maybe, or pine. Can we afford that?’

	‘We can afford that,’ he says with a grin. His smile lights up the whole room. My fingers ache for wanting to reach out and touch him but he’s not coming close enough. I don’t know where I stand.

	‘I can’t believe we did it!’ I say.

	‘To be honest, neither can I.’

	‘Really? I thought you always had faith!’

	‘I had moments of doubt along the way. Would you like the tour? I’ve got something to show you.’

	He shows me around the different spaces and what they’ll be used for: painting, drawing, sculpture, photography. He tells me that the potter’s wheel and kiln are going to be installed later in the week and assures me the floor has been reinforced to accommodate them. He shows me the small rooms for storing equipment and cleaning paintbrushes and the room that could be used as a dark room for traditional photographers. He shows me the gallery that will be used to display my father’s paintings when we launch but, as time passes, will display the work of the new up-and-coming British artists.

	He talks to me about how much money we can put into it each year and what that will buy, about who can use it and who we can help, about setting up rehabilitation programmes for young offenders or people recovering from illness. And then he pauses outside a door leading off the mezzanine.

	‘I’ve saved the best until last,’ he says, opening the door. ‘This room is for you.’

	The door opens onto a beautiful whitewashed room with one big window and a skylight. There are what appear to be clothes rails lining one wall and a set of built-in cupboards. Two dressmaker’s dummies sit in one corner and on the desk under the skylight is a state-of-the-art sewing machine. I don’t know what to say.

	‘We’ll have to take everything out again to put the floors down,’ he says. ‘But I just wanted you to get the idea.’

	‘This is fabulous!’ I say. It really is. I couldn’t have designed a better room for myself.

	‘You can change anything you want.’

	‘I don’t want to. It’s perfect. But why? Why did you do this?’

	‘Julia, we both know this whole idea is about so much more than your father’s legacy. This is the new start that you wanted. The chance to take your talent out into the world.’

	I shake my head. ‘How did you know though?’ I ask. ‘How did you know about the light, about where to put the sewing machine?’

	‘Oh I had help.’

	‘Who?’ I ask.

	‘Your mother.’

	‘Wow! So this is the matter that she had to be consulted on.’

	‘Is that what she said?’ He laughs. ‘She turned up here, begging to help. She wanted to make this room perfect as much as I did.’

	I stand in the middle of my sewing room and feel my eyes filling up again. Why can I not stop crying at the moment? This is the most perfect room in the world. This is where I’ll run my business from. I’ll be running my creative business from the same place that my father did his creative work. It’s as though everything has come full circle.

	‘Can we talk?’ Edwin says suddenly, interrupting my thoughts.

	He sits down on the desk by the sewing machine and I sit on the chair next to him. His bare leg is so close to mine and I catch the familiar scent of his aftershave. Despite how unwell I feel, I sense that flutter in my stomach at his proximity.

	‘Can I get you anything? Cup of tea or something?’

	‘No, I’m fine, really.’

	I wait. After a moment, he reaches towards me and takes my hand, gently massaging the palm with his thumb. I wish he wouldn’t do that. I love it when he does that.

	‘I wanted to apologise, properly,’ he says eventually. ‘I’m sorry I had to go after your mum’s wedding and I’m sorry about what happened afterwards. None of that was how I wanted it to be. I hoped…’ He stops.

	‘Edwin, we don’t need to go through this again. It’s OK. I told you last night.’

	‘I’ve been a complete idiot,’ he continues, ignoring me. ‘I should have phoned you as soon as you walked out of my office. I should have checked you were OK and that you hadn’t been bothered by more journalists.’

	‘There were more,’ I say. ‘Pen got rid of them. She can be like a bulldog when she wants to be, little but fierce.’ I smile but his face falls. I know he thinks it should have been him who looked after me. I want to tell him he doesn’t always have to be looking after people; sometimes he just needs to let go.

	‘I’m so glad someone was with you,’ he says. ‘I was so embarrassed by my behaviour and I couldn’t face you being angry with me. And then you ended up in hospital and I had to see you.’

	‘I wasn’t angry,’ I say. ‘At least, I wasn’t angry with you. You had so much else to deal with; you were so worried about your brother.’

	‘Rob was surprisingly all right about it actually. I overreacted as usual.’ He smiles, but doesn’t look at me. ‘It’s probably time I started to realise that Rob doesn’t need wrapping in cotton wool any more.’

	Neither do I, I think, but I don’t say anything.

	‘The journalists haven’t bothered you any more, have they?’ he asks.

	‘No, not since Pen saw them off.’

	‘Good, then my plan worked.’

	‘What plan?’

	He tells me about how he got all the journalists who rang on that Sunday after my mother’s wedding to call him at the office the following week. When they did, he told them about the Art Salon, and about my business and he invited them all to the launch where they could have an exclusive preview of the Salon and my first clothing collection on the proviso that they left me alone for now.

	‘Oh my God, Edwin! That’s wonderful! You really can turn any crisis around can’t you?’

	‘And your mum has been contacting all sorts of fashion bloggers to come to the launch. She’s going to talk to you about that I think. She needs you to send out some samples or something. Sorry, it’s not really my forte.’

	I don’t know what to say. Mum has been suspiciously quiet since she got back from her honeymoon and hasn’t really spoken to me about the newspaper revelations other than to say: ‘Well it’s all well and truly out in the open now,’ and ‘Perhaps you realise why we didn’t tell you sooner.’ I had no idea she was contacting fashion bloggers.

	‘I don’t know much about these things,’ Edwin goes on. ‘But I would imagine if you were a fashion blogger and Philadelphia Simmonds emailed you it would be quite a big deal.’

	‘I can’t believe she kept so quiet about it,’ I say, genuinely shocked about everything.

	‘We all want this to work, Julia,’ he says quietly. ‘And I am sorry about everything that’s happened.’

	I look down and see our hands still entwined together. I feel gentle electricity where his hand touches mine, where his knee brushes against me. I want to tell him how much I’ve missed him, how none of this matters, how we just need to make the best of right now. I want to feel his arms around me again, the warmth of his skin, the rise and fall of his breath. I’m trying to find a way to articulate all this but he speaks first.

	‘Perhaps it was all for the best in the end though,’ he says.

	‘What was?’

	‘My phone ringing, my brother needing me. You know.’

	I stare at him, feeling as though I’ve been punched in the gut. I realise for the first time that he doesn’t feel the same way about me as I do about him.

	‘It just would have been so complicated,’ he goes on, oblivious to how he’s making me feel. ‘I promised your father I’d look after you, but I’m not sure that was what he had in mind. I just think…’

	I pull my hand out of his and stand up. Suddenly I’m furious again. All that apologising and we end up back here. How dare he? How could he belittle something that I’d been kidding myself was special? I have no idea what he wants any more, and I’m not hanging around to find out. My head still hurts far too much to deal with this.

	‘I think I need to go home now,’ I say, trying to sound as calm as possible. If I let myself get angry it’s not going to do my head any good.

	‘God, I’m sorry,’ he says. For a moment I think he’s going to change his mind. ‘You must still be feeling really woozy after the accident.’ No such luck.

	I start to walk away.

	‘Julia, I know this might not be the right time but we do need to talk about the launch. It’s only a fortnight away. I was hoping we could open up this room as a kind of pop-up shop to launch your business. Do you think you could…?’

	‘I assume I can invite people to this launch?’ I say to interrupt his incessant nagging.

	‘Of course you can.’

	‘Good, because I’ve invited Pen.’ I start to walk away from him and down the stairs.

	‘Julia,’ he calls after me. ‘Please call me. I need to talk to you about the launch; I need you.’

	‘Can you tell Mum to meet me by the car, please,’ I snap back, ignoring him. I look back once before I leave the building. He’s leaning against the door frame with his eyes closed. I blink back tears; I’m not going to let myself cry.


Chapter 30

	I lean against the old Fiat and wait for Mum. It’s no surprise to me that there’s a parking ticket stuck to the windscreen. I knew you couldn’t park here. I’ll have to remember that for the launch. I’ll have to find out where people can park.

	Mum is taking for ever so I send Pen a quick text.

	I’ve kept my side of the bargain and it went terribly. Call me. Jx

	It’s starting to rain again by the time Mum comes out of the studio.

	‘Where the hell have you been?’ I snap at her.

	‘Frank was giving me the tour; did you see the sewing room? It came out exactly as I imagined. Did Edwin tell you that…’

	‘Mum, it’s raining. Can you open the car, please.’

	She shuts up and looks at me.

	‘Oh and you got this.’ I wave the parking ticket at her. She snatches it from me.

	‘Never mind that, what’s wrong with you?’

	‘I want to go home. Now.’

	She unlocks the car and we get in. We don’t speak as she starts the engine and drives away from the studio. She manages to stay quiet for eight whole minutes.

	‘It’s unrecognisable,’ she says eventually.

	‘What is?’ I stare out of the window as the damp streets of east London sail past.

	‘Bruce’s old studio of course. Honestly, when you first mentioned this project I never thought you’d pull it off.’ She stops, suddenly aware of what she’s said. ‘Not because I don’t think you’re capable of it, just because I never thought it could look nice. I’m impressed.’

	I don’t answer her. I’m as impressed as she is by the way the old warehouse has been transformed but I can’t think about it without thinking of Edwin, holding my hand and telling me he’s glad his phone rang that night and stopped him making the terrible mistake of kissing me.

	‘Are you listening to me?’ my mother continues.

	‘Mum, just concentrate on driving, will you?’

	‘Well I think it’s going to be wonderful, a huge success. And a wonderful legacy for your father.’

	The tears that have been prickling behind my eyes since I was with Edwin suddenly start to fall. I rub my face with the back of my hand and wince as I catch the bruising around my eye.

	I sniff loudly and Mum sighs, pulling the car over to the side of the road. ‘What happened with Edwin, Julia?’

	‘Nothing, I’m just tired.’

	‘Come on.’

	‘The last few months are just taking their toll and I’m tired and my head hurts. I spent last night in hospital and I want to get home to my own bed and sleep.’

	‘When I left the studio Edwin was banging doors and swearing. You two haven’t sorted anything out at all, have you?’ My mother is persistent.

	‘It was going really well. The studio looks amazing and that sewing room is perfect. Thank you for helping him with that by the way.’

	Mum nods, for once not trying to get as much credit as possible.

	‘And then we started to talk about your wedding, and about the argument that we had the day afterwards and I wanted to tell him that none of it matters, that I just want to be with him, that I just want to start again. But he said that it was for the best.’

	‘That what was for the best?’

	‘His brother needing him that night. Edwin said it was for the best, that when Bruce told him to look after me he didn’t mean that we should hook up.’

	‘Edwin said that?’

	‘Words to that effect.’

	‘Your father was an idiot,’ my mother says, unexpectedly.

	I stare at her. Nobody ever seems to have a bad word to say about Bruce Baldwin. Mum is the last person I’d expected to finally tell me the truth.

	‘I mean he was hugely talented, charming and good-looking and God knows I was in love with him for years,’ she goes on. ‘But sometimes, especially later in his life, he could be a complete idiot.’

	‘Don’t hold back, Mum.’

	‘Sometimes I think he believed his own hype.’ She shakes her head gently. ‘And for someone who’d been working the twelve steps for so long he sure could be controlling.’

	‘How do you mean?’

	‘Step One: We admit we are powerless,’ she says, pointing her index finger in the air and staring out of the windscreen at nothing in particular. ‘My God, how many times did he tell me about how powerless we all are over the years. Yet all he wanted was to control everything: control who knew what, who could see who. And here he is trying to control things from beyond the damn grave!’

	I suddenly realise that she’s furious. She puts her hands back on the steering wheel to steady them, thinking I haven’t seen how much they’re shaking.

	‘I’m sorry, Julia,’ she says quietly. ‘It’s quite wrong of me to speak ill of the dead, of the father you never knew; and I still take full responsibility for your not knowing him – but I couldn’t have borne it if he’d taken you away. He was a good man in many ways, but he had this way of always taking over. Even now he’s dictating who has his money, who has his house – my house – and now he’s making Edwin think that the way he feels about you is wrong.’

	‘How does Edwin feel?’ I know that this isn’t, perhaps, what I should be asking but, not for the first time, I’m unable to think of anything but Edwin.

	My mother looks at me and smiles. ‘I think that’s obvious,’ she says. ‘He adores you.’

	I wish I was as sure about that as she seems to be.

	‘What should I do?’ I ask.

	‘Honestly, I think you need to wait until after this Art Salon is launched. You have both put a huge amount of work into this studio and you’re both tired and stressed and overwrought. Talk to him when it’s over. But really talk to him.’

	‘What about though? What can I possibly say?’

	‘You both need to start letting go of the past. I know that’s rich coming from me, but when I married Johnny I felt I’d been given a second chance. I think this could be your second chance. Edwin’s second chance.’

	‘Just before the wedding you called him the love of my life.’

	‘Did I?’

	‘You know you did, Mum. I thought you were being typically over the top but afterwards I wondered if you were right.’

	‘Well there’s a turn-up. Me being right.’

	‘But Bruce was the love of your life,’ I say. ‘And look how that turned out.’

	She turns to me and reaches over, tucking my hair behind my ears. ‘Maybe he’s not your Bruce,’ she says. ‘Maybe he’s your Johnny. Bruce and I were young and idiotic and we wanted different things out of life. We ended up being toxic to each other, except neither of us saw that until it was too late. All I’m saying is don’t wait until you’re sixty to discover the man who keeps your feet on the ground has been under your nose the whole time.’

	I turn to look out of the window.

	‘And if you want my advice,’ she goes on, ‘you’ll take your mind off it all by keeping busy. That sewing room needs to be made beautiful, you need to make dresses, put up some of your designs, have all sorts of different materials on display so people can choose their custom-made clothes. If you want this business to boom, launch night is your night.’

	‘Edwin said I should turn it into a pop-up shop for the night.’

	‘As usual he’s right. I know we haven’t got long before the opening but I can help if you want me to. I can still sew a hem you know.’

	‘I’ve decided to give you and Johnny the house,’ I say, turning to look at her.

	‘What?’

	‘You’re right; it’s your house. When all this is over I’m going to ask Edwin to transfer the house into your name.’

	‘Julia, you don’t have to do that. Yes, I’m angry with your father but it’s not your fault.’

	‘No, I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to live in the Notting Hill flat eventually, when I’ve done it up a bit.’

	‘But the house is too big for me and Johnny. It’s a family home, somewhere to bring up kids.’ She looks at me strangely.

	‘Well if that day ever comes we can do a house swap,’ I say. ‘Now can we please go home? I need to go to bed.’

	She starts the car and lurches back out into the traffic.


Chapter 31

	I spend the next ten days doing exactly what my mother told me to: keeping busy. I sew, I run, I eat, I sleep, I repeat. I’ve created four new dress designs, five tops, two skirts and a coat that can be cut as an autumn jacket or made from heavier material for winter. Between us, Mum and I have managed to knock up enough of each design to sell a few at the opening. I’ve left the side seams and hems loosely sewn so I can adjust them to fit whoever buys them. The whole point of this venture after all is to create beautiful one-off, made-to-measure clothes, so I must start as I mean to go on.

	It’s been a lot of fun working on this with Mum, a lot more fun than I thought it would be, but I’m sad that I’ve missed helping with the finishing touches on the Art Salon. I’ve been kidding myself that I can do everything but I think we all know that I’m avoiding Edwin again. My mother is right, the conversation I need to have with him is for after the launch. Which, by the way, is tomorrow.

	Today I’m off to the Art Salon to put the finishing touches to the sewing room and turn it into a pop-up shop. All I have to do now is get Pen off the phone. She’s been calling me with almost daily updates on her and Graeme’s new relationship. Her side of the bargain went a lot better than mine. It turned out that Graeme had been quietly holding a torch for Pen all this time as well. In hindsight I realise I should have seen it coming. Pen’s dear friend Blind Freddie could have seen it coming. I’m happy for them.

	‘And since I’m going to York with him,’ she tells me, ‘I’ve put the house on the market. I’ve got three viewings today.’

	‘Really?’ I’m surprised. Pen has an almost unhealthy attachment to the house she grew up in and I know for a fact that the attic is still full of many of her childhood possessions.

	‘Four hundred thousand pounds. Can you believe it?’

	‘Cambridge house prices are insane.’ I’m astonished. If you ask me, the house has been in an ever-increasing state of disrepair. An estate agent would call it a project.

	‘It’s going to be a nightmare clearing this place out though,’ she goes on. ‘There’s about thirty years of junk in here.’

	‘I know, Pen, and some of it is mine and I will come down and help you sort it all out as soon as this bloody launch is over.’

	‘How’s that going?’ she asks.

	I make a non-committal noise.

	‘That good eh?’

	‘Well I’ve made enough clothes to go along with the pop-up shop idea but to be honest I’m so nervous I don’t know if I’ll sell anything. Mum’s been telling me about some of the bloggers who are coming and they’re big names. Then there’s all these journalists.’

	‘You’ll be fine,’ Pen replies. ‘You just have to imagine them naked or something. Anyway, have you spoken to Edwin?’

	‘I can’t, Pen. It’s going to be hard enough seeing him at the launch and having to be professional. Mum insists that everything is going to be OK and that he’s just stressed and didn’t mean what he said, but I need to get the launch out of the way before I can talk to him.’

	‘OK but make sure you do. You’ll only regret it if you don’t.’

	I’ve listened to her giving me my own advice for long enough. I don’t really want to talk about this. I’ve been focusing almost completely on designing and making clothes, buying materials and decorating the sewing room and making sure the Art Salon looks perfect for its launch. I’m trying very hard not to think about Edwin.

	I finally manage to get Pen off the phone and take the last of the stuff for the sewing room downstairs where Johnny helps me load it into the waiting cab. The cab driver doesn’t help at all and just tells us over and over that the meter has been on for over ten minutes and I needn’t think I’m not paying. I ignore him.

	‘Do you want me to come with you?’ Johnny asks.

	I shake my head. ‘I need to do this on my own,’ I say as I kiss him on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you later.’

	I sit in the back of the cab alongside rolls of material, dress bags full of clothes and an inordinate number of coat hangers that my mother insisted I bring. As we drive east across London and I let myself zone out from the cab driver’s monotonous monologue, I let my mind drift. I’m proud of what I’ve achieved over the summer but I’m particularly proud of what I’ve achieved over the last couple of weeks. I feel like I could really make a go of this dressmaking business and I’ve already had a few enquiries through the website, although I’m sure some of them are just interested because I’m Bruce Baldwin’s daughter.

	Working on the Art Salon has reignited a creativity and a productivity that I never knew I had. In one of my father’s letters he wrote about how, when he stopped drinking, he found he couldn’t stop painting. I feel like that about the clothes I’m making. Once I’d walked away from my job and from Alec, once I’d started working on the Art Salon, I couldn’t stop designing new clothes.

	The first few days after my accident were tough. My head was still hurting so much that I didn’t think I could sew in a straight line, but the doctor told me that as long as I got plenty of rest and I didn’t feel any dizziness or nausea it would be fine. Two weeks later and the bruising has pretty much settled down and when I’ve got make-up on you can hardly see it at all.

	Making the clothes, and working on my website and coming up with new ideas, has given me a sense of excitement that I haven’t felt in years. I wish I’d known my father when he was alive but I’m so grateful for his letters. They’ve helped me so much.

	None of this has made me stop thinking about Edwin though. It hasn’t made me stop hoping he’ll change his mind, or that Mum was right and he didn’t mean what he said. For most of the taxi ride there is a frisson of hope inside me that he’ll be at the studio when I get there.

	He isn’t.

	‘Hi, Frank,’ I say sticking my head through the door of the studio. ‘Can you give me a hand unloading the taxi?’ The driver is being as helpful as he was at the other end. Unsurprisingly his meter is still running.

	Frank puts down the paintings that he’s hanging up and comes out to help me.

	‘Are you OK?’ he asks, as I pay the taxi driver and we start to take everything upstairs to the sewing room.

	‘Of course, why wouldn’t I be?’ I reply. Even I can feel the fake enthusiasm in my voice.

	‘If you say so.’ He shrugs and makes off back down the stairs again.

	I want to stop him and ask what’s wrong, but at the same time I don’t want to have a conversation about either Edwin or Bruce Baldwin right now and I suspect it’s one or the other of them that has Frank looking so glum.

	A couple of hours later I’ve got everything in the sewing room looking exactly how I want it. The dressmaker’s mannequins are all dressed up in my favourite outfits; the other clothes are hanging on the custom-built rails all around the room. I’ve hung the framed pictures of some of my designs on the walls and created a changing area out of an old art deco screen Mum found at Portobello market. She made the stallholder bring it home for her. She would probably have been able to get the cab driver to unload the car today too. I must find out how she does it.

	I’ve hung twinkle lights all around the tops of the walls and stacked the rolls of materials for people to choose from if they want to order something for me to make.

	I have one final finishing touch for the room before it’s done, but I want Frank to be here for that.

	‘Hey,’ I call over the mezzanine rail. ‘Can you come up for a minute?’

	He nods and comes up the staircase towards me.

	‘Do you need a hand?’ he asks.

	‘No, I just wanted you to see,’ I reply, leading him into the room.

	He smiles as he walks in. ‘It looks wonderful,’ he says, gazing about him. ‘Your father would have been so proud.’

	‘There’s just one last thing,’ I say, pointing at a space on the wall. ‘I’ve got something I’d like you to hang up here if that’s OK.’

	I reach underneath one of the desks and produce the painting that Frank gave to me when I saw my father’s studio for the first time. The painting of my father and me on my third birthday.

	‘I thought it should have pride of place here,’ I say.

	Frank gently takes the painting from me and carefully hangs it on the hook I’ve already put on the wall. ‘Perfect,’ he says.

	As he steps back to check it’s straight I notice tears in his eyes.

	‘Uncle Frank, are you OK?’

	‘Yes, dear,’ he says, wiping his hand across his face. ‘And I’m sorry if I was short with you earlier. Hanging all these paintings of your father’s is just bringing back some memories that’s all.’ He pauses. ‘Come down and have a look at them.’

	The pictures look incredible. Frank has created a sort of timeline out of them. Not a timeline in date order, but more a timeline of each individual painting. He’s framed all the preliminary sketches to each finished piece, those he could find anyway, so that you can get an insight into how each painting was created, its stages of development. To those who know more about art than I do it might even give an insight into the workings of a great artist’s mind.

	I look around me. The whole place looks exactly how I imagined and at the same time exactly how my father described what he wanted in the letters. The oak floor, which was finished yesterday apparently, looks great, even if I do say so myself. Good decisions are worth taking your time over, I think.

	‘I wish Edwin were here,’ I say quietly.

	‘He’s not avoiding you, you know,’ Frank replies as if reading my thoughts.

	‘He’s not?’

	‘No, you just keep missing each other. He’s not been here as much over the last week anyway – he’s got a big case on at work, someone or other contesting a will. I sent him home to get some rest before tomorrow night. He’s exhausted.’

	I forget sometimes that Edwin has a full-time and incredibly stressful job. I forget that my weird family aren’t his only clients and that a lot of the help he’s been giving us is out of the goodness of his own heart and that he’s done this despite the stresses of his home life as well. I take a deep breath, exhaling with a sigh.

	‘You’re exhausted too, aren’t you?’ Frank says, looking at me.

	‘Why has he helped us so much?’ I ask. ‘His job is stressful, his home life is stressful, so why put himself through this? He could have got someone else at his firm to help us.’

	‘Because for some reason he would have done pretty much anything for my brother. And I think he’ll do pretty much anything for you.’

	Frank stands there, looking at me. The air between us hangs heavy with the weight of words unsaid.

	‘But he said…’ I begin, already knowing now how insignificant Edwin’s words were in the grand scheme of things.

	‘What Edwin says and what Edwin really thinks are often two very different things,’ Frank replies firmly. ‘He’s still grieving, Julia. He’s still grieving Bruce. We all are. Edwin, me, your mother, even Johnny. So be gentle with him. Be gentle with us all.’

	I sit down on the edge of one of the cases that had the paintings in it. Frank comes over and puts an arm around my shoulder. I feel like the odd one out.

	‘It’s impossible to grieve somebody you never knew,’ I say.

	‘Is it?’ Frank asks. As he looks at me it suddenly hits me; I’ve been grieving my father my whole life. The reason I never felt I fitted in anywhere, the reason I never came back from Cambridge and tried to squeeze myself into a life I thought I wanted but could never fit into, was because I never knew my father. I was grieving someone I’d never known, and because I had a romantic, idealised notion of what my life could have been like if I had known him, when in truth it probably wouldn’t have been that much different to what it is right now. I had to come home to find what I’d always be missing. I had to be with the people who knew and loved my father to find the place where I fitted in.

	‘There is one other thing,’ he says.

	I look up at him.

	‘Edwin and I both thought it would be nice if you said a few words tomorrow night, to sort of formally open things. Edwin will do it if you don’t want to but…’

	‘No,’ I say firmly, ‘I’ll do it.’

	I already know what I’m going to say.


6th June 1995

	My dearest daughter,

	Do you have a memory that you’re sure is your earliest? A hazy feeling of something important that changed everything but you can’t quite work out if it’s real or if it’s based on family anecdotes?

	My earliest memory is when my brother first came home from the hospital. He was very red in the face and wrinkled and made a lot of noise for something so small. I was about the age you were when we first danced to the Beatles and I was less than impressed by this small, angry presence in my kingdom!

	Luckily for me he calmed down as he got older and we grew close, united in our desire to get out of the little mining town we felt so trapped in.

	After Mum died we looked after each other and although I’d never admit this to him it broke my heart to leave him there with Dad. Not that Dad was a bad person – far from it. He always looked after us and did what was best by us, but because Frank must have been so bored and lonely. I know I would have been without him.

	It was one of the best days of my life when I found out he’d got into St Martin’s too. I sometimes wonder if we’d spent a bit more time working and a lot less time raising merry hell on the streets of London we could both have got our careers off the ground earlier. But then, as Frank always pointed out, I’d never have been working on that stall in Kensington Market and I’d never have met your mother and you would never have been born. Everything happens for a reason.

	Frank has always managed to look on the bright side of any situation. His glass is always half-full, whereas mine is always half-empty (figuratively and actually, as it turned out). I guess that’s why his Achilles heel was the horses. He was always convinced the next race was the one that would win him his fortune.

	We’ve always looked out for each other over the years, making sure we both stay in recovery, that we both keep going to our respective twelve-step meetings. And Frank has always looked out for you, in a way I never could. One day he’ll be able to tell you who he really is.

	Happy Birthday, Princess. May your glass always be half-full.

	Your Father


	



	Chapter 32

	On my way home from the Art Salon my phone rings. It’s a number I don’t recognise. I’m slowly learning to answer my phone, even to unknown numbers. I’ve had a few calls about my new business over the last week or so and a few about the opening of the Art Salon. If I’m going to make a go of all this, I have to learn to answer unknown numbers.

	‘Julia Simmonds.’

	‘Hey, Julia, it’s Rob. Rob Jones.’

	I’ve never really spoken to Robert, except briefly at Mum’s wedding. I’ve been wanting to get to know him better but there has never been a chance. Especially as I seem to have spent most of the time since the wedding avoiding his older brother.

	‘Hi, how are you?’

	‘Good. Look, Julia, I’ve got your mum’s wedding photos ready and I wondered if I could get your opinion on them before I show them to her.’

	I’d completely forgotten he’d taken Mum’s wedding photos. It seems so long ago. Part of me really wants to see them but part of me can’t cope with everything that’s happened since.

	‘Sure,’ I begin. ‘When were you…’

	‘You couldn’t come over this afternoon, could you?’ he interrupts with his brother’s familiar arrogance. ‘I know it’s the grand opening tomorrow, and I really wanted to give them to your mum when I see her, but I want to make sure you think she’ll like them first. You know what she’s like.’

	‘Um…’ I hesitate.

	‘Ed’s at work if that’s what you’re worried about.’ I can hear the smile in his voice.

	‘OK,’ I agree knowing I’m not going to get out of it. ‘I can get over to you in about twenty minutes?’

	*

	I stand outside another Georgian stucco-fronted house in Notting Hill. It’s not dissimilar to the building where my father’s flat is, except this is only three storeys. I look up to the top floor, knowing that it’s Edwin’s apartment and wonder how it is I’ve never been invited over before. I remember Edwin vaguely asking the night he told me about his brother’s accident but I felt he was just being polite at the time and never pushed it. I wonder what it’s like up there?

	I ring the doorbell of the lower floor apartment and Robert answers quickly as though he’s been waiting for me. While I imagine Edwin’s flat looking not unlike my father’s, Robert’s is completely different – all the spaces and doors have been opened out and widened to accommodate his wheelchair and everything here is state of the art and specially adapted.

	He takes me through to the kitchen where I can smell the delicious smell of sugary baked goods.

	‘I’ve made brownies,’ he says. ‘Ed said you had a sweet tooth.’

	‘Did he now?’ I reply, wondering what else ‘Ed’ has said about me to his brother.

	‘Here,’ he says, handing me the tray of still-warm cakes. ‘I have no idea if they’re any good; it’s a new recipe made with black beans.’

	I screw up my face. ‘Black beans?’

	‘I don’t know, the recipe said it worked. Try them.’

	I bite into the still-warm brownie and it is delicious, just the right combination of chewy on the inside and crispy on the outside and not a flavour of bean about it.

	‘Wow, they’re amazing? How did you learn to bake like that?’

	He shrugs. ‘Some days I have a lot of time on my hands.’

	The brownies aren’t the only amazing thing. Rob opens his laptop and shows me the photos, which are wonderful. He has managed to capture the day perfectly and my favourite shots are those where the subjects are unaware that the photo is being taken.

	‘These are fantastic, Robert,’ I say. ‘You’ve got such an eye for little details, moments in time.’

	‘I was hoping, if your mum liked them, that she’d let me use some of them as examples for other clients.’ He blushes slightly, in the same way Edwin does whenever he’s talking about himself. ‘I was thinking I might do more weddings.’

	‘I’m sure she’d be delighted,’ I say. ‘Could I use one or two to show off Mum’s dress for my business? I’d link it back to your website, if you have one. In fact, why don’t you do the photos for my website? I could do with someone who has this eye for detail helping me out. My phone camera really doesn’t do my clothes justice.’

	He grins at me. ‘I’d love to. Check us out with our new business ideas!’

	I look at the photos again. ‘That’s my favourite,’ I say, pointing to a photo of Mum and Johnny looking at each other over slices of wedding cake. ‘We should get that one framed.’

	‘You think she’ll like them?’

	‘I think she’ll love them. They’re perfect.’

	‘This one is my favourite,’ he says as he brings up a candid shot of Edwin and me on the screen. I’m laughing about something and Edwin is looking at me, his arm around my waist. We look like a couple that’s been together for years. It makes my stomach fizz.

	‘I wasn’t joking when I said he never shuts up about you,’ Robert says quietly.

	I don’t know what to say. I want to go back to talking about the photos, to tell Robert how good he is. I don’t want to talk about Edwin.

	‘Even after you had that huge row about me and the newspapers, all he really wanted to do was talk about you.’

	‘But he said…’

	‘I’ve never seen him like this,’ he interrupts. ‘No matter what he might try to tell you or himself.’

	‘Not even when he was with his ex, his fiancée?’ I ask, intrigued even though I’m pretending not to be.

	‘Rosemary? God no. He dodged a bullet there.’

	‘But I thought she was the love of his life?’

	Robert laughs. ‘She was after a lifestyle and she thought she’d got it with him. She hadn’t banked on me throwing a spanner in the works.’ He seems strangely proud of this.

	I look back at the photograph on Robert’s laptop screen and realise how much I miss Edwin.

	‘He was so nervous about you coming back,’ Robert says. ‘About having to tell you who your father was. He thought you’d hate him, thought you’d blame him for everything.’

	‘I’ve never blamed him. I’ve said some things I really shouldn’t have said, but I’ve never blamed him.’

	‘He was gutted when you couldn’t remember him. If he was a bit quiet and stand-offish at the start that was why. But when he was the first person you turned to when you had the idea about the Art Salon he was over the moon.’

	I turn to look at him, trying to understand what he’s saying.

	‘Really, Julia, I’ve never seen him like this. At least not since…’ He stops, suddenly, as though he’s said too much.

	‘Since what?’

	He sighs. ‘I said I wouldn’t say anything.’

	‘I think you have to now.’

	‘Ed’s had a bit of a thing for you for years. Back when you were teenagers he had a huge crush on you. I used to tease him about it.’ He pauses. ‘I don’t think I’d be far off the mark if I said I think his feelings are reciprocated, would I?’

	‘I honestly don’t remember him then.’

	‘No, I know. But what about now?’

	I look away. ‘No, you wouldn’t be far off the mark.’

	‘Ed’s scared. He’s scared of committing to anyone or anything because he doesn’t want to let me down. And he was totally blindsided by Bruce’s death, more than any of us I think. He tries too hard to please everyone. He just needs a bit of encouragement.’ He stops, the corners of his mouth twitching into a smile. ‘And to get the bloody stick out of his arse.’

	I laugh then; we both do.

	‘Talk to him, Julia,’ Robert goes on. ‘Don’t leave it much longer.’

	‘I won’t, I promise,’ I reply. ‘But what about you? Are you sure you’re OK with this, if it works out? Edwin’s told me about…’

	He holds up a hand to stop me. ‘I’m fine. To be quite honest I could do with a bit more time to myself.’ He pauses, blushing again. ‘I’ve met someone too.’

	‘Was it one of the girls at Mum’s wedding?’

	‘Yup, Claudia, the blonde one. Funnily enough we’ve known each other since we were kids too. I hadn’t seen her for years. Luckily, she doesn’t seem much bothered by this,’ he says gesturing at his wheelchair. ‘I don’t suppose you’ll remember her though.’

	I laugh. ‘No,’ I say, holding up my hands. ‘I don’t remember anything.’


Chapter 33

	I stand in front of my mother’s full-length mirror. Tonight’s dress is made from some navy-blue shot silk that I’ve been hoarding for a special occasion. It’s cut very low at the back with cap sleeves, a cinched-in waist and a full, calf-length skirt. I’ve tried it with both heels and flats but tonight the flats have won. It’s still raining – some days it feels like it will never stop, so I’ve made a version of the coat in a lightweight pale blue showerproof material. This weather will put it to the test.

	‘Julia,’ Mum calls impatiently up the stairs. ‘Fashionably late is one thing, turning up after it’s over is quite another.’

	She exaggerates; we’ve still got plenty of time. I think my mother is more nervous than I am.

	I take one last look at myself and smile. This is for you, Dad, I think, wherever you are.

	I pick up my bag and my phone and stop to scroll through my texts again. Edwin texted last night, not long after I got back from seeing his brother, to tell me not to worry too much about the speech, that he’d say something if I didn’t want to do it.

	Already written. I texted back. I’d been so sure about what I wanted to say that it was practically written by the time I got back from Notting Hill yesterday. It would surprise him to know I’d finally managed something without procrastination. When my phone beeped again I expected a mildly sarcastic message of shock. But instead I saw a message I hadn’t dared hope for.

	I’m so sorry I wasn’t there yesterday when you came to the studio. I’ve missed you so much.

	I’ve read those two sentences a hundred times in the last twenty hours and every time I see them my stomach flips over. I tried to reply. I must have written and deleted about twenty different texts since last night but none of them do his message justice. What I want to say to him needs to be said in person.

	‘Julia!’ my mother screeches up the stairs.

	I throw my phone into my bag and take out a small blue box that has been hidden in a drawer for weeks. I open it slowly and slide the Tiffany bracelet on to my wrist, remembering the feel of Edwin’s hand on my arm when he first gave it to me. Whatever happens between us, this bracelet is too beautiful to spend its days languishing in a drawer.

	‘Julia!’

	I take a deep breath; I can do this.

	Mum and Johnny are standing in the hall waiting for me. Johnny looks as smart as ever in a new grey worsted suit. Mum is wearing a Julia Simmonds original. I told her she didn’t have to but she insisted. With Philadelphia Simmonds wearing my clothes I’ll have no problem flogging them apparently.

	I made her a coat like mine but in navy, because tonight my mother is resplendent in yellow. She is dressed in a mustard cotton sheath dress that I made using an original Simplicity pattern from the 70s. The edges are bound with navy blue ribbon to match the coat and I thought navy shoes would finish off the outfit but I notice Mum has opted for yellow stilettos. She looks fantastic. She must be the only woman in Britain who can pull off yellow shoes.

	‘You both look amazing,’ I say as I come downstairs.

	‘As do you,’ Mum replies. ‘Give us a twirl.’ She raises an eyebrow as I take off my coat to show the back of the dress. ‘Subtle,’ she says. I can’t work out if she’s being sarcastic or not.

	‘Come on, come on,’ Johnny says, ushering us out to the waiting cab.

	‘No,’ I say. ‘Wait a minute. I want to say something.’

	Mum and Johnny look at me.

	‘I know tonight is all about Bruce, about my father, but Johnny I’ll always consider you to be my father. You know that don’t you?’

	Johnny nods once. ‘Doesn’t need saying, darling girl,’ he says, opening the front door and heading out. Mum just squeezes my shoulder as we go down the front steps to the cab.

	‘Has he called?’ she asks quietly. I know who she means.

	‘He texted. He says he misses me.’

	Mum doesn’t say anything else, but she has that ‘I told you so’ look on her face.

	*

	As the cab drives us east, my mind keeps wandering to Edwin. What did he mean when he said he missed me? Does he miss me but knows he can’t see me? Does he miss being friends? Or does he miss me and want something more? Does he know I saw his brother yesterday? Does he know what Rob told me? I try to work out what I’m going to say to him when I see him. I wish I’d texted him back now, even if just to say I missed him too. I find myself remembering the smell of him, the sensation of him next to me, the feel of his arms around me at Mum’s wedding.

	Even though I know about the reporters and the bloggers and everyone else who is coming tonight, as we pull up outside the studio and I see the place is heaving, my heart leaps into my mouth. How am I meant to give a speech, however short, in front of this lot? Who are they all and where have they come from?

	I notice a group of reporters and photographers standing outside and my blood runs cold. It’s going to be like the day after Mum’s wedding all over again, but this time I can’t just shut myself in the house all day.

	‘Time to make your grand entrance,’ Mum says with glee. She’s been missing this sort of attention for thirty years.

	‘I wasn’t expecting it to be like this,’ I say.

	‘We did warn you, Julia,’ my mother replies. ‘Tonight is a big night. Your father was very highly regarded.’

	‘I know…I just…there’s so many people.’

	‘But that’s a good thing,’ my mother says, enthusiastically. ‘Especially for the premiere of the Julia Simmonds collection!’

	‘Of course it is,’ I reply. ‘But it’s also overwhelming and terrifying. Half of London is here.’

	‘Oh get on with it for God’s sake.’ Mum is rapidly losing patience.

	‘Thank you for everything you’ve done, Mum.’

	‘You are more than welcome.’ Mum looks strangely wistful as she looks over towards the studio. I have the feeling she’s about to have the time of her life.


Chapter 34

	We step out of the cab and Johnny holds the umbrellas over us. I feel like a cross between a film star and somebody who has turned up at the wrong place. Mum ushers me through the throng of reporters.

	‘No time for questions now,’ she screeches at them as they part like the Red Sea before her. ‘We’ll talk to you once the Art Salon is officially open.’ She’s still got it, after all these years.

	As soon as I get through the door, somebody grabs my arm and drags me towards them.

	‘Hello, Pen.’ She has pulled me over into a corner of the studio where Graeme is standing. Graeme raises a hand to me in greeting. It feels like a million years since I last saw him at Alec’s leaving party.

	‘Wow, that dress is amazing!’ Pen says.

	‘Thank you, I hope other people think so too.’

	I look around at all the people that are here. Amongst the journalists and bloggers and representatives from the Council I see Frank and Marco and Edwin’s dad. I see the architect who designed the renovation and I see, surprisingly, Johnny’s sister. Everybody is here.

	And then I see Edwin, talking quietly to his brother, sitting back on his haunches so they are at eye level. I’ve never seen them together properly before, not like this, and there is a tenderness between them, a bond that nobody will break. I understand now what he was trying to explain after Mum’s wedding about his brother always coming first. And I understand properly what I was trying to say to him that afternoon in Kensington Palace Gardens about giving those you love the space and time they need to be themselves.

	Robert sees me and waves across the room. Edwin turns to see who his brother is looking at but I look away, not ready yet to have the conversation I know we need to have. There are more pressing issues to deal with first. I’m feeling overwhelmed again and need to focus. I can’t make a fool of myself in front of all these people.

	‘That’s Edwin I presume?’ Pen asks. ‘Have you spoken to him since you spoke to his brother?’ Pen and I have already analysed that situation.

	I shake my head. ‘He texted me last night to tell me he misses me but what does that even mean? He misses me but he can’t see me because he doesn’t want to let my dead father down?’ I shrug. ‘I don’t know.’

	Pen opens her mouth to say something but then we both turn to Graeme, who is holding all our coats and chuckling to himself.

	‘What?’ Pen demands.

	‘You can be an idiot sometimes, Julia,’ he says, still laughing. ‘I’d say, judging by the way he’s looking at you right now, that he misses you and wants to make beautiful babies with you.’

	‘Graeme!’ Pen says, gaping at him.

	‘What? Look at them. They would make beautiful babies together.’

	‘And I suppose we’ll make bog-standard ordinary babies,’ Pen says scornfully. Honestly she can make an argument out of anything.

	‘When are you two off to York?’ I ask, changing the subject and trying to ignore the return of the dancing butterflies in my stomach.

	‘End of October,’ Graeme replies. ‘I’m hoping to open the café in time for Christmas.’

	‘And I’ve had an offer on the house already,’ Pen says. ‘So you’ll need to come down and help me clear all the junk out of it.’

	‘Of course I will,’ I say, grinning at them. I’m so happy for them. They look so good together.

	I sense him behind me before I see him.

	‘Hello, Julia,’ Edwin says. ‘How are you?’

	I turn to look at him. Frank’s right, he is exhausted. He looks pale with shadows under his eyes and he needs a haircut, but his suit is impeccably cut and he still takes my breath away. I want to wrap myself around him, feel the familiar solid shape of him next to me.

	‘It’s so good to see you,’ he says more quietly, so only I can hear.

	I don’t trust myself to reply so instead I just smile at him, hoping I look calmer than I feel, and introduce Pen and Graeme.

	‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ Edwin says with a grin as he shakes Pen’s hand.

	‘Likewise,’ Pen replies sternly. She is the only woman in the world who isn’t going to let that smile or those eyes affect her.

	‘Are you ready?’ he asks, turning to me.

	‘As ready as I’ll ever be.’ I feel his hand on the skin of my back where my dress is cut low and a jolt of electricity flickers up my spine. I take a deep breath hoping Edwin can’t sense how nervous I am.

	‘I’ll see you in a while,’ I say to Pen.

	‘Don’t hurry,’ she replies with a wink.

	*

	Edwin strides into the centre of the room, clearing a space around him and tapping his champagne glass. I notice everyone has a glass of champagne apart from me. Typical. I could really do with one as well.

	‘Ladies and gentlemen, if I could just have your attention for a few moments,’ Edwin says in his court voice. Everyone quietens down and a wave of nausea hits me. Last night I was so sure and confident about this, but tonight I don’t think I can do it. I’ve never spoken in public before in my life. All I can do is watch Edwin and learn from the master. Quickly.

	‘Welcome to Bruce Baldwin’s old studio and to the grand opening of The Bruce Baldwin Art Foundation,’ Edwin begins. ‘Bruce was known, during his lifetime, as an unmarried childless recluse, but also as a wildly talented artist who put British art back on the map. Since his death many of you now know that Bruce had a daughter.’ He pauses to look over at me; I feel a shiver as his eyes meet mine. ‘A daughter who, on finding out who her father was and that he had left everything to her, wanted to use the money to help other artists develop their potential and to open up a community space to the arts. And so here we are.’ He smiles, holding out his arms to the space around him to a scattering of applause.

	‘It has been a pleasure getting to know Julia over the last few months, and watching her turn the embryo of an idea into a reality,’ he goes on, glancing over at me again. Every time he looks at me my stomach flips over and I feel even more nervous. ‘There were times when we all thought we might have been a bit overambitious by trying to open on Bruce Baldwin’s birthday, but somehow we did it. I know how proud your father would be of you, Julia.’ He looks at me again, as do most of the crowd. I manage a small smile before realising that’s my cue to speak. Edwin walks over to me, squeezing my shoulder in encouragement. He ducks his head towards me.

	‘That dress looks amazing on you,’ he says quietly.

	That one sentence gives me the all the confidence I need, and I step out into the crowd who stare at me expectantly.

	‘My father’s identity must have been one of the best kept secrets in London,’ I begin. ‘And the reasons behind his decision to keep his identity so secret is not my story to tell. As somebody wiser than me said recently, the past is the past.’ I pause. I want to look at Edwin but I can’t, so I just focus on a point in the middle distance and hope he’s listening. ‘We all make decisions every day that seem like a good idea at the time – decisions we later come to regret. There’s nothing we can do to change the past; we just have to come to terms with it in our own way and do whatever we can to make the present as good as possible.’ I pause again to catch my breath, wishing I had a glass of champagne.

	‘I never knew my father,’ I continue, ‘but he did leave me some letters and from reading them I’m not sure he ever came to terms with his past. I’m not even sure if he was happy. I don’t know whether that would have been different if we’d known each other, but I do know that family is about so much more than blood. It’s about those people around you who love you, who would do anything to help you. Hug your families tonight and remember to tell them you love them, because you just never know what will happen.’ I want to stop there, but I also know I need to end on more of a high than that.

	‘My father left behind one of the greatest art legacies in this country and I hope you all enjoy looking around the exhibition of his work tonight that his brother, Frank, has curated. And I hope that this space helps to inspire a new generation of artists. I don’t seem to have a glass right now but I’d like to ask you to all raise yours to wish my dad a very happy birthday.’

	I stop then and everyone lifts their glasses and says, almost in unison, ‘To Bruce Baldwin.’

	There’s a pause before everyone starts clapping and from somewhere a stereo starts playing Penny Lane. I finally look over at Edwin and he raises an eyebrow with a smile. Suddenly I have no idea whether I want to laugh or cry.


	



	Chapter 35

	Marco is lurking by the buffet table.

	‘Hello, Marco,’ I say. ‘I wasn’t expecting to see you here tonight.’

	‘Another big occasion and nobody asks Marco to cater,’ he says scornfully.

	‘How are you?’ I ask, not wanting to get into why spaghetti would be an inappropriate food for a finger buffet.

	‘I’m fine,’ he says. ‘This place is wonderful.’ He looks about him grinning.

	‘I’m glad you like it,’ I reply, picking up a salmon pinwheel before realising I’m not actually that hungry.

	‘And how are you?’ he says looking at me rather intently. ‘This has been quite a summer for you hasn’t it, Bella?’

	How am I? Now there’s a question. Tonight has been hard. I’ve had to answer a million questions about a father I never knew and about his artwork, which I’m still only beginning to learn about. With Edwin’s help I think I’ve done him justice without sounding like a complete ignoramus. I’ve spent the last hour and a half in the sewing room answering questions from fashion bloggers, questions that I’m a lot happier answering admittedly, as well as measuring potential customers for orders and fitting and selling the clothes I’ve already made.

	I haven’t had a chance to talk to Edwin on his own and I’ve come back downstairs during a lull in the sewing room to try to find him but it’s impossible. I stand here by the buffet with Marco and look around me at this amazing legacy of my father’s. How did we do this? How did this happen? How is it that only four months ago I was living in Pen’s spare room, working in a job I didn’t like very much. How is it only four months since I split up with Alec?

	There is a huge buzz of excited noise all around me and everyone is huddled together in groups; all the artists seem to be talking to the right people, checking out the different studio spaces. A few of them are even setting up to show off their skills. The press are talking to Frank, while Mum and Johnny hold hands and tell stories about Bruce Baldwin to anyone who’ll listen. Pen and Graeme are huddled together in a corner, drinking champagne and talking about their future. Even Edwin is uncharacteristically exuberant. I see him sharing a joke with his brother, his head thrown back in laughter. I can’t catch his eye.

	‘Marco,’ I say realising he is still staring intently at me, waiting for an answer. ‘Would you excuse me for a moment?’ I put the salmon pinwheel down and start to walk away.

	‘Bella,’ he calls after me, but I don’t turn around to look as I walk away, because I know I need to get out of here, away from all these people who’ve known each other for ever. People who knew the father that I never did. I walk out of the back door without a second glance. Nobody apart from Marco will even notice.

	It’s still pouring with rain and I realise Graeme still has my umbrella and coat. My dress is going to get ruined, but I don’t care. I’m not dressed for running, which is what I want to do, so I walk as fast as I can, grateful for the decision to wear flats, with no thought as to where I am or where I’m going. I just need to move.

	As I move the whirlwind of thoughts that has been flying through my head since my mother’s wedding, since the press got hold of the story, finally starts to slow down and I’m hit by that overwhelming sense of sadness that I felt when I first saw Bruce Baldwin’s Notting Hill flat. More than anything I wish I’d known him. Even if only for a week or two towards the end. I wish I could share some of Edwin’s memories, some of the stories he tells me about my dad. I wish Edwin could have changed his mind.

	And then I wonder if it was my fault. If I didn’t try hard enough. If I’d given up looking too easily. Maybe I shouldn’t have run away to Cambridge to try to forget.

	I wish we’d wanted to find each other.

	The tears are pouring down my already rain-soaked face and I feel suddenly dizzy and weak. I have absolutely no idea where I am. I find a relatively clean-looking porchway, vomit-free and without too strong a smell of urine and sit down on the step, pressing the heels of my hands into my eyes to try to stop the tears. I try to remember that the past is the past. That there is nothing I can do to change things now. That I should grab life by the horns and live the best possible version of it I can. But sitting here alone tonight it’s hard to believe that.

	There is nobody about at all. I can hear a siren wailing somewhere in the distance, foxes knocking over dustbins and then suddenly, frighteningly, the sound of footsteps getting nearer.

	I shrink back into the doorway, hoping whoever it is won’t notice me and will just keep on walking and then the owner of the footsteps calls my name.

	‘Julia.’

	It’s Edwin.

	I stick my head around the porch and see him, standing in the middle of the road under a huge golfing umbrella. He sees me and comes over.

	‘Julia,’ he says, out of breath. ‘What are you doing? You’re soaked.’

	I realise what an absolute state I must look. I make a half-hearted attempt to fluff up my drenched hair.

	He takes off his jacket and wraps it around my shoulders. ‘You must be freezing,’ he says as he sits next to me on the step. ‘Come here.’ He puts his arm around me, pulling me towards him.

	‘How did you know I was here?’ I ask.

	‘I saw you leave. I followed you to see if you were OK. God, you can walk fast! I thought I’d lost you.’

	‘What about your brother?’

	‘Rob’s fine, he’s with Dad. It was him who insisted I come after you. To see if you were OK. He told me about seeing you yesterday.’

	‘Did he tell you what we talked about?’

	He nods and my stomach flips over. I wonder how much Rob told him.

	‘I know I need to start letting go,’ he says.

	‘I’m sorry about walking out. I just couldn’t be there any more; it was all too much. Everyone was so happy and I just felt so alone. Like I should be part of it all but I never knew Bruce so I feel as though I can’t be.’

	I shiver again and he draws me closer. Despite everything those damn butterflies are starting up their dancing again.

	‘You’re as big a part of this as anyone,’ he says. ‘You’re the biggest part. Without you, none of this would have happened. None of it. Remember when we went to see his paintings in the Tate?’

	I nod.

	‘Well, remember how you felt. And hold it in here.’ He points to my heart.

	We sit there together then, not saying anything. It’s so quiet I can hear him breathing.

	‘You don’t have to stay here with me,’ I say eventually. ‘One of us should be there. Who’ll clean up? Who’ll lock up?’ I start to panic. ‘I should go back.’

	‘We don’t need to be there. We hired a manager and cleaners for a reason. We can’t be there every day. I’ve got a job, and you? You’ve got a business to run.’

	I smile despite myself. ‘I sold all the clothes I made tonight,’ I say. ‘And took loads of orders.’

	‘See, I told you. I knew you’d be brilliant.’

	‘Thank you for everything you’ve done for me, Edwin. Frank told me how busy you’ve been at work. You didn’t have to do all this for me as well.’

	‘Yes, I did. I had to make sure it was perfect. You don’t deserve anything less than perfect. I didn’t know how to apologise for what I said. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I didn’t mean that it was a good thing that I didn’t get to kiss you after the wedding.’

	He stops, his fingers stroking the top of my shoulder.

	I look up at him, but he’s gazing at a point somewhere over my head. I don’t know what to say.

	‘Julia, listen to me. I have to tell you something. I know everything is really complicated and overwhelming for you right now, but I can’t keep pretending that I’m just your parents’ lawyer any more.’ He stops, takes a breath in. ‘I love you, Julia. I think I’ve loved you since the day you first walked into my office.’

	I think about what his brother said, about how Edwin’s feelings might run even deeper than he’s admitting. The butterflies are riverdancing now.

	He finally looks at me again. ‘I watched Mary Poppins,’ he says. ‘You’re right, they are the perfect couple. Can we be like that do you think? Can we…’ He’s blushing. I can’t let him struggle on like this.

	I reach up to touch his face, wiping away the raindrops sitting on his eyebrows.

	‘I love you too,’ I say.

	He looks at me for a moment as though he can’t believe it, and then he kisses me, tentatively at first and then more intensely. I let myself melt into him realising how I’ve been waiting all summer for this, since the day we had ice creams in Hyde Park and he gave me the letters. I turn my head to bury my face in his hair, breathing him in.

	‘I know you have a lot of stuff going on too,’ I say. ‘And it’s fine; I don’t care. We can do this together.’

	‘You’re amazing,’ he whispers as he pulls away from me a little, stroking the damp hair out of my face.

	‘Do you think they’ll miss us back at the party?’ I ask snuggling into his shoulder.

	‘With Philadelphia Simmonds holding forth about her days with Bruce Baldwin at the Royal Garden Hotel?’ He grins. ‘I shouldn’t think so. Besides, Frank can hold the fort. I’m all yours.’

	I stand up then, pulling him up with me. He wraps his arm around me again and I realise how cold I am. ‘I’m freezing,’ I say. ‘Can you take me home?’

	He kisses the top of my head. ‘I thought you’d never ask.’


15th February 2013

	My dearest daughter,

	This is the last letter I will ever write. I’m near the end now. When you’ve been ill for as long as I have, and you’ve been in and out of hospital for years, you learn to spot the signs. They don’t really give me any treatment now, just morphine for the pain. It won’t be long until the morphine levels will be too high for me to be able to write at all.

	It’s been twelve long years since I last wrote, but I have thought of you every day. I’m an old man now, lying here on my deathbed, and I have a lot of regrets. I wonder if it’s possible to live life with no regrets? The biggest regret of them all though is being too much of a coward to come and find you.

	Don’t let fear get in the way of you living your best life. Don’t be too scared to go after the things you want. Don’t grow old regretting things you didn’t do. You tend to regret the things you didn’t do the most. More than the drinking, more than the stupid things I’ve said in interviews (and there were a lot of them), I regret not trying harder with your mother. And more than anything I regret not spending more time with you.

	I hope you’re happy. I hope you’ve found the life you deserve. I hope that you can somehow forgive me for never coming to get you.

	Other than a trust for your mother, I’ve left everything to you. I have a feeling you’ll know what to do with it. Look after your mother, Julia, and find it in your heart to forgive her, even if you can’t forgive me. I have a feeling the next few months will be hard for you all and for that I am truly sorry.

	Edwin came to see me this afternoon for what I think will be the last time. I gave him the letters, all the ones I still have. Edwin will explain better than I can. He will look after you better than I was able to. Trust him, just as your mother and I trusted his father.

	This letter I will give to Frank. He’ll know when to give it to you. For now though, go and live your best life and try not to waste too much time thinking about me or the things I never did. Just try not to make the same mistakes.

	I love you, Princess.

	Your Father
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	Loved The Many Colours of Us?

	We have so many more wonderful stories to fall in love with…
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