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      Pretty much everyone in town knew my name, although not because there was anything special about me. That was fine, or, at least, I was used to it.

      But the day I met Will it wasn’t fine at all. It hadn’t been fine for exactly twelve days. Dad was still hanging in there as a government minister, but was better known as ‘Olly with the Dolly’. Or ‘Monty in a Muddle’. Oliver Montgomery MP was having an affair – and a baby – with his intern, and now everyone didn’t just know my name: they stared, pointed and whispered, too.

      Even before Dad was on the front page of all the papers, day after day, I was always careful. I could never get away with being one of those girls who hitched up their skirts to flirt with the grammar school boys on the bus. We lived in a small town, and all the busybodies who knew my parents from the Conservative Party would certainly gossip if they saw me step out of line. It wasn’t worth rebelling. It’d be too embarrassing.

      Mostly I didn’t bother with the bus, and walked instead. When I did get it (if it was raining, or I was in a hurry to get home before youth choir or county orchestra or a Conservative Future meeting or whatever), I made sure I sat at the back, kept away from the crowd, pulled out a book, plugged in my headphones and enjoyed twenty minutes of peace and quiet.

      That day I was sitting near the back next to a large elderly lady, whose cat hissed and spat from a closed basket on her knee. The basket jiggled against my thigh, which was annoying. I’d have preferred to sit next to the window, tracking the raindrops as they dribbled down the glass.

      I hardly noticed when Will spoke to me: he touched my shoulder to get my attention, and I jumped and squeaked.

      ‘What? What is it?’ My voice sounded high and panicky, and it was all his stupid fault.

      ‘Um, sorry,’ he said, whipping his hand away as though I’d burned it. ‘It’s just… you’re Cass Montgomery, aren’t you?’

      I’d seen this boy around before, but I’d never spoken to him. He wasn’t in choir or orchestra, although I’d seen him once or twice at the inter-school debating competitions. He’d done a good job last time, opposing a motion about school uniform promoting discipline.

      I knew about him, though. I knew his name was Will Hughes and I knew he was in the sixth form, and I knew he was incredibly popular and supposedly funny and bright. I knew all about which girls had been out with him and which girls wanted to. I knew these things the same way that people knew I was head-girl material and heading for Oxford. He had a reputation: a more interesting one than mine.

      He was a local landmark, like the art deco cinema. He was massively tall, all gawky limbs, but strangely graceful – he floated like a daddy long legs. His afro sprung loud and proud around his head, and he wore ludicrous, outsized tortoiseshell-rimmed specs.

      I knew he went to Bonny’s, which is short for Bonnington’s School. It’s where you go if you don’t get into the grammar schools but your parents have enough money to avoid the comprehensive.

      My brother, Ben, had started at Bonny’s in September. We were all worried because Ben doesn’t do disruption very well, which Dad should have thought of before he… but I didn’t want to think about Dad.

      ‘Why do you want to know?’ I didn’t mean to sound aggressive, but I also didn’t want to encourage him. Couldn’t he respect my privacy?

      ‘My name’s Will. Will Hughes. I want to discuss something with you.’

      The back seat was full of Bonny’s sixth formers, with Will in the middle. I knew one of them, Jordan Strachan, as he played the bassoon in the county youth orchestra. They were all in hoodies and jeans, but Will had on a tweed jacket, indigo cord trousers and a bright orange shirt. His bag was a neon pink Dora the Explorer rucksack, meant for a six-year-old girl. He was like a flamingo among pigeons – attractive, sure, but totally out of place. Except you never saw him without a huge flock of pigeons.

      I really wasn’t in the mood to talk to exotic, attention-seeking strangers. ‘You haven’t picked a great location,’ I said, in my politest brush-off voice.

      He didn’t get the message. ‘I thought we could go for a coffee.’

      ‘Oh, did you?’ I was aiming for sarcastic, but realised too late that I sounded potentially interested.

      ‘You’re Ben’s sister, aren’t you? I mean, I know you are. I wanted to talk about Ben.’

      ‘You’ve done your homework.’ Surely the sarcasm was biting enough this time?

      ‘I’m his form’s peer buddy,’ he said. ‘We’re like a sixth-form emergency squad – there to help if kids in the lower years need individual attention, that sort of thing. I’ve been keeping an eye on Ben.’

      Obviously Ben needed special attention. He always did. He struggled with some academic stuff, and he totally lacked any ability to make friends. You’d have thought he would have been used to it by the age of eleven, found coping techniques, accepted his fate as a loner, identified just one person to hang out with, but every day it was as though he’d only just realised that no one liked him. It broke my heart, so I tried not to think about it too much.

      ‘Oh, well, thanks for that,’ I said, looking away. Couldn’t he see that I didn’t want to talk to him? Especially about Ben. Especially right now.

      ‘I just thought, perhaps we could talk about what might help him? I mean, obviously you know him better than I do.’

      OK, this was too much. Talk about intrusive. He was using my brother, using my family’s situation, to ask me out. On the bus, with Jordan Strachan and all his friends listening. What an insensitive idiot.

      Luckily Grace wasn’t next to me: she’d have accepted on my behalf as soon as he spoke. She was at the front of the bus, the giggling centre of a group of grammar boys. She’d been late out of school, detained by Miss Graham, head of the sixth form, for one of their ritual chats about skirt length and leggings. Grace thought I was tragic and frigid and sad, and her mission in life was to make me more like her.

      I refused to fall into her trap. She might be able to turn out A* essays, do loads of extra-curricular activities and have an active love life, but I didn’t think I could. Instead, I purposely kept my make-up minimal and my clothes functional, so I wouldn’t attract unwelcome attention. It wasn’t just the fear of gossip: I didn’t want my future messed up by some stupid teenage romance.

      Not that Will Hughes was even a suitable candidate for romance, with me, anyway. I’d seen him on the bus before, holding hands or more with various girls including Daisy Travers-Manning, whom I remembered from Brownies, and Ruby Thomas, who was in my year but none of the top sets. He had a type, and that was blonde and curvy and giggly. I wasn’t his type.

      I didn’t have a type, but if I had, he wouldn’t be it.

      ‘What do you think?’ he asked, and one of his friends sniggered.

      ‘I’m busy.’

      ‘It needn’t take long. We could get off at the high street. We don’t have to go to Starbucks. It’s just that I think Ben’s not very happy right now and maybe I could help.’

      How dare he even begin to discuss my family in public? I opened my mouth to tell him what I thought of him. Then I shut it again.

      I didn’t want some sort of scene. Especially scenes that outsiders could construct as racism, or worse (is there worse?). It wouldn’t look good, especially when the entire British media was already running stories on my family.

      ‘Maybe another day,’ I told him. He grinned, much more pleased than he had any right to be.

      ‘Look, give me a call, or drop me a text or something,’ he said, presenting me with a business card – a business card! What sixth former has a business card? What a poser!

      I shoved it into my pocket, looked back at my book. We were nearly at the high street. Usually Grace got off here, headed for Starbucks for coffee and flirting. I never bothered. I actually had no idea how she got any homework done at all.

      The bus lurched to a stop, the cat basket crashed onto my knee and I went flying off my seat, cannoning into weirdo Will as he and his mates filed towards the door. For a second I clutched at his scratchy tweed jacket, breathed in his surprisingly sweet smell.

      ‘Oof!’ he said, clutching his stomach, as I scrambled back into my seat, hot-faced with embarrassment. His friends howled with laughter. The cat lady glared at us. I wished I could just disappear.

      ‘Bye, Cass!’ he yelled back at me, just as he got off the bus. How could he laugh at me in front of everyone? I crumpled his card in my pocket and tossed it onto the seat next to me, but the stupid cat woman said, ‘I think you’ve dropped something,’ and handed it back to me. I was too humiliated to disagree, so I shoved it back in my pocket again.
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      Grace sank into the seat in front of me. ‘What was all that about?’

      ‘All what about?’ I snapped, and she said, ‘Oh, come off it, Cass! Why was that boy shouting goodbye to you? Will Hughes? The one with the hair and the clothes and the bag and the glasses? He’s gorgeous. Ruby was devastated when he dumped her.’

      ‘It wasn’t him,’ I said. ‘It was Jordan Strachan. He plays in the county orchestra. We’d been discussing Mozart.’

      Grace grimaced. She thought orchestra was hopelessly boring, but she admitted it would look good on my university application form.

      ‘Why aren’t you in Starbucks with all your admirers?’ I asked.

      ‘Because I wanted to see that you were all right, of course. I’m going to come back to your house and make you hot chocolate and you can tell me how things are going. I feel so bad for you, and we haven’t talked at all, and I want to be there for you, Cass. After all, you’re my best friend.’

      Grace and I decided we were best friends when we were six. I liked her because she had a pet rabbit and she liked my orange hair. But recently I’d been feeling that our bond was based on a shared history of Brownies and summer camps, parties and prep school and, to be honest, we had hardly anything in common any more. I’d been looking forward to going to university and making new friends more like me. Quieter. Serious. Not given to asking personal questions.

      ‘That’s so nice of you,’ I told her, ‘but you know, I’ve got that history essay to finish, and then there’s youth choir. I haven’t really got time tonight.’

      Grace pouted, but she didn’t argue. She’d done her bit. My friends were being very supportive, but in a competitive way. I put it down to the general ethos of high achievement: we put the ‘best’ into the phrase, ‘Best Friends Forever’.

      Grace, Victoria, Megan and Alice kept picking away at my nicely frozen numbness, like Arctic explorers tackling a glacier, and I really didn’t want it to start cracking or melting somewhere inappropriate, like a history lesson or during senior orchestra. Or even somewhere appropriate, like my bedroom or the girls’ toilet. I needed to maintain a personal Ice Age, and I had to avoid the global-warming effect of concerned sympathy.

      I knew I’d made a good decision when I got home and found Mum sobbing over a pile of photo albums on the kitchen table.

      ‘Mum! What are you doing?’

      She looked up at me and I was shocked. Her hair lay flat against her head, limp and greasy. Her skin was blotchy and her eyes red-rimmed. I knew she was upset, obviously she was upset, but seeing my smart, confident Mum unravel like this… well, anything could happen. A hurricane could lift our house and blow it away. An oil tanker could smash into our front garden. Mum always wore make-up; she went to the hairdresser every week: ‘An MP’s wife has to look the part,’ she’d say. Who was this stranger?

      I hated Dad for destroying her like this.

      ‘We were a happy family, Cass, weren’t we? I’m not making it up?’

      I sat down beside her, moved her wineglass out of reach. ‘Of course we were happy,’ I told her. ‘We had everything. Of course we were.’

      Together we looked at the pictures. Holidays: Tuscany, Vancouver, Devon. The house in France. Mum, wearing a big sunhat, waving at the camera. Dad, in sunglasses, reading the Daily Telegraph. My stomach clenched when I saw him. What was he thinking, getting involved with an intern? He was actually old enough to be her father. It was disgusting. He was disgusting.

      More photos. Cass with her swimming certificates, her oboe, in the choir. Christmas. Christmas. Christmas. Ben’s christening. Baby Ben, big eyed and serious. Me, all dressed up for my first day at prep school, ginger plaits and a straw hat. Thank goodness my hair has darkened a bit since then. I still have the freckles, though.

      ‘Of course we were happy,’ I told her. ‘Look, no one’s died. Lots of people’s parents split up. We’ll be fine.’

      ‘We’ve let you down,’ she said. ‘It’s not the same as if… we took you on, we promised you a proper family… I feel so bad.’

      Oh God. The guilt of an adoptive parent. It’s always there, unspoken mostly, but lurking in the background. They’re trying to make it up to you, because everyone knows they really would have preferred to make a family the normal way. The home-grown way. Although, mind you, Ben is their biological son and he’s as unlike them as it’s possible to be. We’d make a fabulous nature versus nurture case study for some scientist.

      In my opinion, nurture wins out. What did I inherit from my birth parents? Freckles and red hair. What did I get from Mum and Dad? A whole long list of stuff, everything from religion (C of E), politics, education, aspirations, the way I speak, the way I write, the way I cope with stuff: I put on a brave face and I get on with life. Which is what Mum should have been doing, and what I fully expected her to get on with.

      I wondered how Dad’s new baby would turn out. The one he’d made with Annabel’s nice fresh eggs. Granny Matilda (that’s Dad’s mum) suggested once that maybe Ben’s problems were due to Mum being forty-two when he was conceived. Granny Matilda is famously tactless. When I was ten she told me that it was very fortunate I’d turned out so well, ‘because I don’t think your real family were nice people at all’. And I’ve heard her telling Mum they’d have to watch me when I got to sixteen because that’s how old my birth mum was when she had her first child; she was eighteen when I came along. ‘Don’t be silly,’ Mum had replied, but Granny Matilda said, ‘Blood will out. The mother was clearly promiscuous.’ I think Mum agreed with her because I’d had all the lectures about contraception a million times, even though at 16 I’d never even had a serious boyfriend. Or a non-serious boyfriend, come to that.

      Anyway, as it turned out, Granny Matilda was the one who brought up a son who wasn’t able to be faithful.

      Mum gave a huge sniff, ruffled her hair and said, ‘I look like a fright. I must pull myself together. So sorry, darling.’

      I shoved the tissues at her. ‘Mum, none of this is your fault.’

      ‘Oh, Cass, sweetie. Thank you.’

      ‘If Dad hadn’t been so… if the Party Chairman people hadn’t made him decide so quickly…’

      ‘The press had got hold of it,’ Mum said, blowing her nose. ‘The same thing happened to Rosemary Hayes, do you remember? David Hayes got the call that the press had got wind of his affair, and he announced he was leaving while they were watching Last Night of the Proms.’

      David Hayes used to be Foreign Secretary. His wife, Rosemary, was one of Mum’s friends. She’d been furious when Rosemary didn’t even get to come to the Party Conference any more. ‘So unfair,’ I remember her saying. ‘Don’t they realise how much work the wives do on the home front? They should get some sort of a redundancy package when their husbands leave.’

      Now Mum was in the same position. Annabel would go to Conference. Annabel would open the summer fête. Annabel would have to make friends with all the local Party workers – most of whom were Mum’s best friends. I felt an uncomfortable and entirely unwelcome glimmer of sympathy for Annabel, which I stifled right away.

      ‘You should call Rosemary,’ I told her.

      ‘I can’t bear it. She’s become a born-again evangelist of divorce. “You should have done it years ago,” she’ll say. “I’m having the time of my life!”’

      I didn’t see that this would do Mum any harm at all, but I gathered she wasn’t ready yet.

      ‘What about, you know, those counsellors you can go to?’ One of my biggest shocks had been discovering that Mum hadn’t actually been all that surprised about the affair. ‘Why didn’t you try that?’

      ‘Oh, don’t be silly, darling. Have everyone in the world know our business?’ Mum pulled out her compact and powdered her nose, with short, sharp stabbing movements. ‘I just hoped he’d be, you know… discreet. After all, he had his own flat in London. There was no need to… to…’ A big gulp of wine.

      ‘To get her pregnant?’

      ‘He was still deciding what to do about that. It wasn’t too late. No, the real mistake was taking the job as minister for families. It made him a sitting target for the press. And once it’s out in the open… well, the spin doctors believe in quick decisions. And he chose her.’

      ‘Do you hate them?’ My voice trembled shamefully. ‘Do you hate him?’

      She managed a tight smile. ‘I’m so wet, darling – I can’t bring myself to blame him. I mean, you know, an MP’s life is difficult. They work such long hours, spend so much time alone in a flat. I suppose… well, to be honest… I turned a blind eye. I didn’t ask questions. But I thought he’d be satisfied with that. I didn’t think he’d ever break up the family.’

      All these years I swallowed the lie that my parents were blissfully in love; I never even thought to question it. And actually he was probably having loads of affairs. No wonder he insisted on having his own flat near the House of Commons, even though his constituency is only thirty minutes from central London by train.

      If she didn’t want to hate him, that left it up to me. I surprised myself how much hate I could generate all by myself.

      ‘Mum, I’m going to make you a coffee. Have you had anything to eat?’

      ‘I didn’t really fancy any lunch.’

      Mum had lost about a stone in the last few weeks. Normally dropping a dress size would be a reason for great celebration for her. Now, she’d hardly noticed.

      I rummaged in the freezer, looking for something to warm up for her. It was full of homemade stuff, packed into foil boxes. Macaroni cheese, Irish stew, shepherd’s pie… oh God, not shepherd’s pie.

      Mum had just taken a shepherd’s pie out of the oven when it happened. Dad’s phone rang, and he accidentally put it on speakerphone. So we all heard his personal assistant say, ‘Jesus, Oliver, you’re in big trouble. The Sunday Mirror has got hold of a story that you’ve got your intern pregnant.’

      Dad dropped his phone onto the red-tiled kitchen floor. The screen smashed, but Gareth kept on crackling into our silence. ‘Oliver? Are you there? Sorry to hit you with this, but this is a crisis.’

      Dad trod on his phone – his brand new iPhone – and Gareth shut up, but we knew it was true. If it hadn’t been true, Dad would have laughed and said, ‘Whatever will the journalists think of next?’ and started dictating some sort of denial, or calling his lawyer. Instead, he stamped on a perfectly good phone. His face went pink and his mouth opened and closed, goldfish-like.

      When Gareth’s voice finally stopped, all Dad could do was look around the table at us – at all of us, but mostly at Mum, standing in her oven gloves, clutching the steaming dish of pie – and he said, ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it to happen. I didn’t mean you to find out like this.’

      ‘But we did,’ said Mum, in a strange, far-away, un-Mumlike voice, which jolted me as much as the time in Italy when I drank an iced triple espresso in one, just to see what it was like. Then she dropped the shepherd’s pie with an enormous bang, globs of mince and mashed potato exploded everywhere, and our family was over, just like that.

      We all stared at the mess, the meat and potato all over the floor and the walls and the table. Then Ben made a little noise in his throat and ran from the room, and Mum went after him.

      My hand was on my glass of water, and I couldn’t let go. My muscles seemed to be in spasm. Just for a moment I imagined lifting the glass, throwing it at Dad. Not just the ice and water, splashing his smooth face, but the heavy glass, too. Would it smash? Would it damage him? Just for that moment I scared myself. Then my hand went limp and I could move again and I got a wad of kitchen roll and started furiously scooping up shepherd’s pie from the floor.

      Dad tried to talk to me, but the sounds coming out of his mouth weren’t anything like his usual smooth fluency. He was blustering and stuttering and I hated seeing him like that. ‘Go away!’ I hissed at him. ‘Go and see that Ben’s all right!’

      I wiped and scrubbed and tried to eliminate all the random splodges of mashed potato. If the kitchen was clean again, then there was hope that our family could survive. But even if we did stay together, I knew I could never clean away this memory. We were stained and spoiled for ever.

      Since then, Dad had told us that he was staying with Annabel, but he hadn’t actually moved his stuff out yet. He was everywhere: his papers, The Economist – the house even smelled of his expensive aftershave. I kept meaning to buy some air freshener, just to eliminate him from one of my senses.

      Right then, bent over the freezer, I felt weary and old and sad. There was no way that I was going to be able to sing that evening. As I warmed up macaroni cheese for Mum and Ben and me, I texted the choir director, told him I wouldn’t make it to rehearsal. Two minutes later, I sent another text quitting altogether. I was only doing it for the personal statement that was going to get me a place at Oxford, after all. Singing didn’t seem to fit in my life any more.

      Over supper, I worked hard to get Mum and Ben talking about neutral things, like television programmes and books, and what to buy Granny for Christmas. I did my economics essay, helped Ben with his geography. Then I kissed Mum goodnight – she was watching a box set of Downton Abbey and seemed reasonably stable – went into my room and checked Facebook.

      Twenty messages, and a friend request from Will Hughes. It would look snooty to refuse, and I don’t put much on Facebook anyway, so I accepted him. Then I scrolled through the messages. Friends and acquaintances checking how I was, sending me love, poking their noses into my business. Fake, fake, fake, I thought as I scanned them.

      And then I froze. There was a name I knew and yet I didn’t know.

      Aidan Jones. 

      I swear my heart almost jumped out of my chest. I opened the message. I felt sick.

      ‘Cass,’ I read. ‘I think I might be your brother.’
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      The waiting room is pretty full, which is crap, but normal for our local hospital at midnight on a Monday. I’ve been here with Rich a few times before. People come and go. Some wait for hours. Some – like Rich – get rushed off on a stretcher. We got here three hours ago and Rich is the only one who got the stretcher treatment, though half of them look nearly dead.

      There’s nothing to do. Most people have someone to talk to, or a newspaper at least, but I’m just sitting, trying to block out all the times I’ve seen Rich in a state – pills gone, vodka bottle empty, or once, in the children’s home, blood everywhere, like he’d had a bath in it. A blood-bath. Ha-bloody-ha.

      I could do with a drink, but you can’t get much in the A&E waiting room – just crisps and chocolate and coffee. I haven’t got any money on me anyway. I don’t know where it all goes. I’ll have to walk home, it’s only about a mile. I owe Holly a tenner.

      An old lady says, ‘Call this a health service? It’s a disgrace.’

      She’s talking to me, because the old man with her is snoring. I nod and smile.

      ‘Two hours, we’ve been waiting.’

      The old man doesn’t seem hurt like some do – no blood, no bruises – but he leans against her, head on her shoulder, and his breathing makes a rattling noise. If he was a car, his exhaust would be about to drop off.

      ‘How long have you been waiting, love?’

      For ever, I want to say. Even being with Holly doesn’t stop, it just makes it much, much easier than it used to be. Sometimes I forget that I’m waiting at all.

      ‘Ages,’ I say. ‘They took my friend in hours ago. I’m just hanging on to see if he’s OK.’

      ‘Very bad, was he?’ asks the old lady, perking up a bit. ‘Must be, if you’ve been waiting for hours.’

      ‘Pretty bad. He tried to do himself in.’

      ‘Ooh, that’s terrible. Overdose, was it?’

      ‘Pills and booze. It’s not the first time. He just gets sad.’

      ‘Oh, the poor lad. Did you find him?’

      ‘Yeah.’ I shiver, thinking of it. Rich sprawled over his bed. His lips the same colour as his skin, the same grey-white as the sheets. I thought he’d done it right this time, ended it for good, but I’d hit him round the face anyway. When his still body moved, I jumped a mile and yelled, and he gagged and retched and drooled. Then he puked, which probably saved his life.

      ‘Has he done this before?’ the paramedic asked, collecting up the empty bottles next to the bed, and when I nodded, she said, ‘You’d better come along for the ride.’

      A nurse calls ‘Albert Brown?’ and the old lady says, ‘Thank heavens, at last,’ and nudges Albert awake.

      ‘I hope your friend is OK,’ she says as they stand up. ‘Here, have my paper. It’s no good sitting here worrying, with nothing to do.’

      Normally I’d have made some excuse, but it’s quicker and easier to thank her and take her newspaper. It’s not as though she’s going to watch me read it.

      Reading’s not my thing, although I can do it if I need to. As long as the words aren’t too long and I’m not stressed or tired.

      My phone’s buzzing in my pocket. You’re meant to turn them off in the hospital. I stick the newspaper under my arm and go outside. Walking from the muggy waiting room into the freezing cold car park is like a slap in the face.

      ‘Hey, babe,’ I breathe into the phone.

      Holly never sounds angry. She’s all sweetness and heart, my girl, she’s kind and good and she’d never hurt anyone. But I know that anger doesn’t always show itself. It can lurk underneath the niceness. It’s only a matter of time before Holly kicks me out. I’m waiting for it.

      Sometimes I think it’d be easier if she got angry.

      ‘Aidan! Where are you? You forgot to pick up Finn!’

      Oh God. This is it.

      ‘I’m sorry, really sorry, Holly.’

      ‘What happened? This is the second time in a fortnight!’

      My mind lurches away from the idea of Finn waiting hopefully for me, his eyes teary, his mouth trembling. Not to mention Poppy, our child-minder. We’ve been trying to keep her sweet. And then there’s Holly, worried and disappointed, having to rush out from work because I’ve let her down.

      It’s worse because I’d offered to pick Finn up, to make up for the last time that I forgot, which was only last Wednesday. I promised the little guy I’d be there on time today.

      ‘I know… I’m sorry…’

      Silence from Holly. I know it’s the end for us.

      ‘Look, if you want me to move out…’

      ‘Do you want to move out?’ Holly’s voice is all wobbly like she might be about to cry.

      I did that. I can’t bear it.

      ‘Of course not… I just forgot… I’m at the hospital.’

      ‘Oh my God, Aidan! Are you all right?’

      ‘Yeah, I’m fine. It’s Rich. He’s taken an overdose.’

      ‘Not again! Is he OK?’

      ‘I don’t know, they’re treating him. He can’t help it, Holly. He’s just programmed to self-destruct.’

      ‘Poor Rich,’ she says. ‘Poor you. Did you find him?’

      ‘Who else was going to?’

      ‘I know,’ she says. ‘He needs a proper support network.’

      ‘You sound like a social worker,’ I tell her, which is kind of a joke, but also true. Since Holly started working in reception for a GP practice, she’s picked up all the jargon. Or maybe it’s since she started living with me.

      Anyway, when Holly talks about a support network, it makes me want to laugh. Holly has two parents – even if her dad’s living in Marbella – a step-mother, two sisters, four grandparents, three uncles, hundreds of friends and aunts and cousins and even one great-grandmother who is still alive aged 101 in a nursing home in Eastbourne. Holly tries hard to understand what it’s like being Rich or me. She doesn’t always get there.

      Rich actually has it worse than me, because both his parents are dead, which is why he ended up in the system. I have a mum and I see her once in a while, even if we don’t really get on. And I have siblings, although I never see them at all. Rich has me, and that’s about it. I don’t count his social worker. She’s always off with stress.

      Holly’s totally forgotten to be annoyed with me. I love how caring she is. ‘Are you OK, love? You must have had a shock.’

      She doesn’t really get that every time I go round to Rich’s, I’m half expecting to find him dead. Or expecting to find him half dead. Like today.

      ‘I’m fine. Tell Finn I’m sorry.’

      ‘He’s asleep. You’ll see him in the morning, you can explain.’

      ‘I’ll try.’

      ‘Aidan? You will be back by the morning?’

      It’s bitter cold, sleet scratching and biting my skin. My hands are numb. But Holly’s voice has the power to warm me up, hot and sweet, like the drink of honey and lemon that she made me that time, just because my throat was sore. The best drink ever, I swear.

      ‘I’ll be back when I can. I promise I will. They’re pumping his stomach. I just need to wait and find out whether he’s all right.’

      ‘I miss you,’ she says. ‘It’s cold in bed without you.’

      ‘I’ll try and be as quick as possible,’ I say. ‘I will come back, Holly, I promise.’

      ‘Love you,’ she says, and I know it’s true. I don’t deserve her. One day she’ll realise.

      Back in the waiting room I glance at the paper that the old lady gave me. There’s a big picture on the front page. A man and a girl. A girl with dark red hair, the colour of dried blood. A girl with a heart-shaped face and dark eyebrows and eyes that might have been green or they might have been grey.

      Something deep inside my memory rustles and stirs, like a bear waking up in its cave, sniffing spring air after a long, cold winter. Finn and I watch nature programmes together sometimes and we saw a bear like that. Finn loved the bear. I thought it looked vicious.

      I let my eye move to the black and white columns of whirling letters. I force myself to focus, to try and catch the right ones, squash them into a word, that word I remember. I used to write it on my hand every day until I got sent to Auntie Betty’s and she had a thing about hand washing.

      Cass.

      The curve of the big C, the snaky s’s.

      She looks like Cass might now, and I’m almost certain that is her name underneath the photo. Cass.

      My heart is beating fast and loud, and I feel hot and clammy and suddenly dizzy, and I know the signs, so I bend right down, head to my knees, because I don’t want to faint in a hospital waiting room. They’d rush me off to some cubicle, when I really need to try and work out the rest of the article, find out why Cass, my Cass – it must be – is on the front page of the Daily Express.

      Letters swim out of the page at me, but I’m too panicky to make them into words. M. D. L. They make no sense. I try to think who can help me. Rich, obviously, but who knew when he’d be in a fit state?

      Holly. She’d be happy. She’d understand. Or would she insist that I showed it to my social worker? I’m pretty sure he’d say that I’m not allowed to even try and find Cass. That’s what they’ve all said before.

      I could show it to Mum, but that would be like throwing a grenade into an intensive care unit.

      ‘Are you all right?’ asks a nurse. She’s brought me a drink of water. ‘It shouldn’t be long now. Your friend is OK. They’re going to transfer him to a ward, keep him in overnight. I’ll have the details soon, and you can go home, then come back and see him in the morning.’

      It’s quieter now in the waiting room. I gulp the water and wonder what to do. Normally I wouldn’t ask for help. Generally, if people know you find reading difficult, they think you’re stupid, and then they take advantage. I can actually read, it’s just that the font has to be right, and I need the time to concentrate, and mostly I don’t bother. It doesn’t make much difference to my life, most of the time, and I can write my name and address and important stuff like that.

      I look up at the nurse. She’s not that old, about Holly’s age, and she’s dark and pretty. Girls like her are generally happy to talk to me. I think it’s because I’ve got big brown eyes and I’m good at smiling and, like Holly said – the night we went from being landlady and lodger to something more – ‘You look like someone who’d make love like he meant it.’

      With Holly, I always mean it. Not with anyone else, though.

      I say, ‘Thanks for the water. How long are you on duty?’ I fix my eyes on hers and I smile my best smile, and I see it reflected in her sudden grin.

      We talk a bit about night shifts and being a nurse and missing her family back in the Philippines. Luckily no one interrupts us.

      ‘I know it sounds crazy,’ I say, ‘but can you just read this article to me? I need glasses to read, and I’ve forgotten them.’

      She looks at the paper. ‘It’s about the minister. You know. The one who’s been having the affair.’

      ‘He’s been having an affair with her?’ I stare at the photograph. The man – frowning, grey-haired, posh suit – looks way older than Cass. I feel sick.

      ‘Not her, that’s his daughter. It says she’s called Cass.’

      ‘Read it, please. I think I’ve found someone I used to know.’

      She reads it. The man – Cass’s dad – is a government minister. He’s been screwing some girl from his office and she’s pregnant. He says it was, ‘an unfortunate personal error of judgment’. He wants to be left alone to repair the damage he’s done.

      ‘Mr and Mrs Montgomery have two children,’ says the Daily Express. ‘Mr Montgomery was photographed yesterday arriving at his constituency home with daughter, Cass.’

      ‘Not nice for the family,’ says the nurse, handing me back the paper. ‘Not nice for the girl, either.’

      ‘No,’ I say, ‘not nice.’ Then she has to see to some prat who’s fallen over drunk and is bleeding from a massive cut on his forehead.

      I stare at Cass, and it is her, it is. His daughter. My sister.

      And I’m thinking, Thank you, Mr Montgomery, for not keeping your trousers on. Thank you, secretary, for fancying an old man. Thank you, nosy newspapers, stalker photographers. Thank you, kind old lady, nurse with time to talk.

      Thank you for helping me find Cass.
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      Rich has to spend the night in hospital but basically he’s fine. Out of danger. ‘It’s a good thing you found him when you did,’ says the doctor, ‘because otherwise anything could have happened. Do you have any idea why he did it?’

      I shrug. All Rich ever wanted was peace and love. Once upon a time he had a nan, who told him all about heaven and angels and forgiveness. Sometimes he tries to go and find her. I didn’t blame him, really.

      Maybe he’d have been better off if I didn’t have a key to his bedsit, didn’t know to go and check on him when he rang me, crying his eyes out. But if he’d really wanted his nan and the angels enough, would he have rung at all? This isn’t the first time that I’ve been sitting in a hospital waiting room wondering if I’ve saved Rich’s life or if I’ve let him down.

      They tell me he’ll be kept in until he can see a psychologist, so I should come back tomorrow. Not sure how I’ll manage that, I’m meant to be at work, but I’ll sort something out.

      It’s late, so when I get back to the flat Holly and Finn are both asleep. I’ve gone beyond tired, and I’m starving, so I make myself some toast and switch on the TV with the sound down low.

      Is it possible to be in love with a building? I love our flat. It’s got incredibly high ceilings, which are decorated with curls and twirls – like a really fancy birthday cake. The floors are shiny and polished. When it’s light, the room is bright and friendly. Our furniture doesn’t match, it’s all bits and pieces, mostly from the shop downstairs, but it’s funny how a candy pink sofa, a swimming-pool blue rug and acid green chairs can look good together. At night, we draw the dark, wine-coloured velvet curtains and sometimes Holly lights candles. She buys things from the market too, so we’ve got old china plates and bent silver forks and a set of green glass tumblers. It’s nothing like the plastic plates and tinny cutlery at the children’s home.

      I’ve lived in so many places before that they all get muddled in my mind, and sometimes I have nightmares where I’m lost in a house I can only half-remember. Now I wake up every morning and see our stuff and feel at home.

      Just saying that I have a home is something new.

      I have a job too, and I only have to go downstairs to get to it. Everything’s gone right in my life since I started working with Clive Norman, salvage king of London. It’s almost like magic. The only thing that spoils it is waiting for the magic to end.

      Jon, my social worker, put me in touch with Clive after I left the children’s home and he got me settled into a bedsit. ‘Further education isn’t for you, is it, Aidan?’ Jon said. ‘And it’s not so easy to get onto an apprenticeship now. We could try the construction industry, but I think Clive might be looking for someone. I’ve placed quite a few care leavers with him. He was a Barnardo’s boy himself, believes in giving kids like you a chance.’

      I didn’t like Jon much. He was one of those young ones who pretend they care but never deliver. Jon had a wife and baby twins and he used to talk about them all the time, like I was interested. He’d been my social worker for two years, and never found me a foster home. It was alright for him, he could go home at night. I couldn’t.

      Anyway, he left soon enough and now I have some other guy, but we don’t have much to do with each other.

      I was dead nervous, until I got to the shop where we were meeting Clive. Then I forgot to be scared because I fell in love right away. With the shop, obviously, not Clive.

      Imagine a shop for everything, chairs and tables, sofas and rugs, dolls and teddies, games and footballs, plaster angels, huge china vases, gold-framed mirrors, kids’ bikes, soft wool blankets, designer jeans, Nike trainers, suede
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