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I’m twenty years into this book-writing thing and I realise that I’ve never dedicated a book to the people that I do this for, the people without whom I’m nothing; the people who read these stories that I love to tell. Whether you’ve been here since the J-17 days of Diary of a Crush or still think that Unsticky is my best novel or even if this is the first time you’ve picked up one of my books, this one is for you.

Thank you from the bottom of my grateful little heart.







Even amidst fierce flames

The golden lotus can be planted

– the Bhagavad Gita, or

Monkey, attrib. Wu Cheng’en
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As Cassie Scott stepped out of Finsbury Park station and into the light, she had no idea that she was about to have one of the worst evenings of her life.

After all, bad things should only ever happen in November.

November was miserable enough. A little more misery couldn’t hurt on top of those damp grey hours that gave way to darkness by four o’clock. Besides, there was always the promise of Christmas just around the corner with its glitter and presents and huge tins of Quality Street.

Yes, let November fold the bad things into the fabric of its bleak thirty days.

Bad things should never happen on a fiercely sunny Friday evening at the beginning of July when there were blue skies and the endless possibility of the long summer ahead.

Cassie was hot, sticky and bedraggled. Her loose, sleeveless maxi dress with its graphic black and white pattern had looked crisp and on trend that morning but was now clinging damply to her. Her feet in white Birkenstocks had collected a lot of city grime over the course of the day and though she’d washed and tonged her long, brown hair that morning to make the most of some very expensive honey-toned highlights, the loose waves hadn’t survived the tube journey into town. Her hair was now twisted in two space buns, secured with bright yellow scrunchies, while her thoughts were firmly fixed on the evening to come.

Truthfully, there was a small but very insistent part of her that would have quite liked to go straight home, shower, then sit in her pants in her tiny little garden with a Calippo for dinner, but it would be rude to cancel now. Also, there had been an email summons, which had been a slightly odd and formal way of arranging things. Cassie had even replied, ‘Could this email have been a WhatsApp?’

For one moment, almost as if she had an inkling of what was to come, Cassie stood motionless and in the path of the sweaty, irritated people who were trying to enter and exit the tube. But she was only wondering whether she should buy a bottle of wine. Instead she bought a large bag of cherries and a couple of punnets of nectarines from the fruit seller outside the station. Then she eyed up the long queue for the W3 bus, which was doubling back on itself.

She was the last person to squeeze onboard. It was standing room only and Cassie could feel the last of her make-up sliding off. She was just as grateful to get off the bus as she had been to get off the tube. Then it was a short walk along streets full of the imposing three-storey redbrick Edwardian houses that this part of north London did so well. The streets became narrower, the houses smaller until Cassie finally reached a terraced row of Victorian cottages that edged along the bottom of Alexandra Park. She could just make out the splendour of Alexandra Palace and the spindly radio-transmitter tower in the distance as she ambled slowly along the street.

Cassie was still preoccupied with the week that had just been. Fashioning work grievances into amusing anecdotes and wondering if it was even worth mentioning the Hinge date that had lasted only ten minutes.

She unlatched the gate and walked up the tiled path to the front door, which was painted a cheery egg-yolk yellow. The sight of it, and the memories of all the good times she’d had once she’d stepped through the door, never failed to lift Cassie’s spirits.

She rang the bell and waited for the sound of footsteps, a shadowy figure appearing in the door’s frosted-glass panels, but all was silent.

‘I’m here and melting on your doorstep,’ she messaged and when there was no response, Cassie messaged the other occupants of the house.

It was the law that a teenage girl could never ignore the ping of her phone. Not even a minute later, the door was opened by Joni and Fleur, fifteen and thirteen respectively. All gangly limbs, long hair and braces.

Cassie smiled in delight and, no matter that she was hot and unpleasantly moist, she opened her arms wide.

‘Bring it in, ladies,’ she said and the two girls launched themselves at her, the force of their connection almost rocking Cassie off her feet.

‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ Joni mumbled into Cassie’s neck. There had been a time, not that long ago, when hugs had meant that the girls grabbed Cassie around the waist, but now Joni was so tall that she could rest her chin on the top of Cassie’s head. Fleur was also shooting up at an alarming rate and always insisted that they stood back to back so she could see if she’d overtaken Cassie’s five feet four inches.

‘Tall enough to join the police,’ Cassie said when the girls called her pocket-sized.

‘Why would you want to join the Feds?’ Fleur would ask, like she’d been brought up in a rough neighbourhood in South Central LA and not in a very leafy enclave of north London which local estate agents referred to as ‘between the parks’.

It was a very clingy hug and they seemed quite subdued compared to the last time that Cassie had seen them a couple of weeks before, when she’d taken them and her baby brother Ryan to see Taylor Swift at Wembley. It was undoubtedly the greatest work blag Cassie had ever pulled off, and the four of them had scream-sung to every song. For the rest of the week Cassie had sounded like she smoked thirty a day.

‘OK, you can let me go now,’ she said at last, but still had to disentangle Joni’s arms from around her neck. ‘Everything all right?’

Joni shrugged and Fleur gave a choked cry, then they disappeared up the stairs. Being a teenage girl was hard. Cassie would never want to relive her own adolescence. MySpace and Bebo had been bad enough; Instagram, TikTok and boys addicted to violent pornography were much, much worse.

She followed the same red and black tiles that had lined the garden path along the hall to the big open-plan kitchen at the back of the house, the patio doors open to the garden.

The door of the cream Smeg fridge was also open, obscuring Cassie from view as she looked around the kitchen at all the little details she loved: the rose-gold splashback and matching taps and handles, the bespoke cabinetry painted in Farrow & Ball’s Sulking Room Pink. They’d gone through tester pot after tester pot of muddy pink colours that all looked much the same – though Cassie had refrained from pointing that out; it had been a very stressful time.

But it wasn’t just the colour scheme and the striking features in the kitchen that Cassie coveted. It was also the wall painted in blackboard paint with reminders about who was meant to be where and when and a list of things to be added to the supermarket order. It was the huge blown-up pic of the four of them, Fleur and Joni tiny, dressed up as KISS for Halloween. All the trappings of family life. Of someone finding their person. Of choosing them from all the other people in the world and creating something magical and everlasting with the love they had for each other.

The fridge door suddenly closed and both Cassie and her best friend Lucy gave a start to see the other one standing there.

Lucy ran a hand through her long blonde hair. She always said that she wished she was an ashy blonde rather than a yellow blonde, but Lucy wasn’t a cool-toned, ashy person. She was far more exuberant than that. ‘I was miles away. Didn’t even hear the doorbell.’

‘The girls let me in, then I was perving at your kitchen as per usual,’ Cassie said sheepishly.

‘Feel free to perv away.’ Lucy smiled and took a step towards Cassie, then stilled. There was something off with her. Like she was moving underwater. Everything about her slow and clumsy as she held up a bottle of wine. ‘Rosé?’

‘Rose, yay!’

Lucy smiled tightly at the very weak pun and Cassie felt a little ping of panic twang in her solar plexus.

Had she done something to piss Lucy off? Was that why she’d cancelled their Saturday plans two weeks in a row at very short notice? Was that the reason for a summons by email on Monday instead of their usual WhatsApps?

But they were sisters from different misters (a phrase that they both hated). They told each other everything.

It was a friendship of sixteen years which had started off in unlikely circumstances and flourished. At the tender age of twenty, after three years as office junior rising to office manager at a funeral director’s on the Holloway Road, Cassie was ready for a change. She’d signed up with a temping agency in the West End and her first assignment had been as illness cover for the assistant to the commercial director of an aspirational fashion and lifestyle magazine called Skirt.

After three years of having to wear a neat blouse and skirt, court shoes and her hair pulled back in a ponytail, Cassie had been lowkey terrified of the sophisticated, glossy women on the Skirt ad team. They all wore sleek black trouser suits and high heels, which they’d switch up to an evening look with the addition of a sparkly going-out top. Not that they were in the office much; they were usually out wooing clients at chic breakfast meetings and expensive lunches. When they did return to HQ, it was to have long shouty conversations on their company BlackBerries about double-page spreads, gatefold covers and the rate card.

It was a glimpse of another world. A world that Cassie desperately wanted to be a part of. Even though her out-of-work look was more indie sleaze than ad exec, she bought a black trouser suit in the Jane Norman sale and when the commercial director’s assistant didn’t return, Cassie had all but refused to leave. It helped that she could type eighty-five words per minute and survive on the tiny salary because she was still living at home.

Lucy was one of the ad girls. That is to say she was among them but not of them. Lucy didn’t wear sleek black trouser suits but flowery dresses and plimsolls, before flowery dresses and plimsolls were a thing. She rarely shouted on her BlackBerry because she tended to either lose it or drop it down the loo. In her first month at Skirt, Cassie had had to order Lucy not one, not two, but three replacement BlackBerries. Each one came with an increasingly dire warning about what would happen if Lucy lost or damaged the replacement.

Lucy would nod obediently and blink her big cornflower-blue eyes as if she was on the verge of tears. Then a week later, she’d sidle up to Tamara, the commercial director, and say, ‘Please don’t shout at me, Tammy, but my BlackBerry has had a little accident,’ in a voice that always managed to be both gravelly and squeaky at the same time.

Lucy rarely got a bollocking because she was the personality hire. She’d never once closed a deal, but she was instrumental in getting the deals in the first place. Her talent was for establishing a quick and easy rapport with even the most fearsome of account directors. Lucy was always losing things but she was great at remembering people’s birthdays and their favourite restaurants and the names of their children.

Now her innate super-connector skills were put to much better use in the charity sector where Lucy matched girls and women from disadvantaged backgrounds with mentors in the creative industries.

But back then, life on the ad floor wouldn’t have been quite so much fun without Lucy. Her spot on the big bank of ad girls’ desks was nearest to Cassie’s solitary one in front of Tamara’s glass-walled office. When everyone else was on appointments and it was just Cassie and Lucy in the office, Lucy could always be relied upon to disrupt Cassie’s contractually obligated duties.

‘Cassie, would you rather have your toes as fingers or your ears where your eyes should be?’

‘Cassie, Chandler, Joey and Ross. Shag, marry or kill?’

Then at five on the dot every afternoon: ‘Cassie, what are you having for dinner? It’s Thursday, isn’t it? Is that sausage casserole night?’

Cassie would try not to be distracted, but it was hard. The only distractions at the funeral director’s had been very sad, incredibly upsetting distractions like when relatives came to view the deceased.

‘I’m really busy, Lucy,’ she’d say very sternly.

‘I’m sorry,’ Lucy would say very sorrowfully.

Cassie would always relent. ‘Give me fifteen minutes to finish doing these expense forms then we’ll have five minutes to muck around, OK?’

The mucking around involved throwing Maltesers at each other and trying to catch them in their mouths, or sticking a song on and grooving at their desks. ‘I Don’t Feel Like Dancin’’ had been a particular favourite.

Somehow mucking about in the office had turned into getting lunch together every week. Then a semi-regular cinema date. When the ad team hit their Q3 targets a fortnight ahead of schedule, they cemented their friendship during the mandatory team celebration at a Soho club that the ad girls loved because they served pitchers of Cosmopolitans and low-carb bar snacks. It was sparkly going-out tops a gogo.

Cassie drank so many Cosmos that Lucy had to hold her hair back as she threw up, then she took Cassie back to the Primrose Hill flat she shared with her fiancé (an academic away on a field trip) because she was too pissed to go home. She’d even phoned Cassie’s nan to say that they were having a sleepover and not to wait up. Though she ruined it somewhat by giggling, ‘She’s absolutely not drunk. I can’t stress that enough.’

They had been best friends ever since. Even though Lucy had grown up on a farm in Hampshire and Cassie had grown up on a sprawling council estate on the Caledonian Road that overlooked Pentonville Prison. Lucy had belonged to the Pony Club, while Cassie had been thrilled to get a My Little Pony for Christmas one year. Lucy had been going out with Russell, currently completing his PhD, who she’d met at Fresher’s Night during her first week at Durham University, for seven years and was now engaged. Cassie was dating a Polish plumber called Bogdan and even though they’d been seeing each other for six months, he still didn’t want to say that they were exclusive.

Despite the fact that they’d always had very different lives and very different life milestones, they’d remained best friends. Through all the drama and the drudgery, from dirty nappies and baby-led weaning to work catastrophes and broken hearts, their friendship had changed shape and weathered storms but it was absolute.

So Cassie was ninety-nine per cent sure that whatever was wrong with Lucy, it didn’t have anything to do with her.

‘Look, is everything all right?’ she asked, genuine concern in her voice. ‘The girls seemed upset. Did something happen at school?’

Lucy shook her head. Then she put the bottle down so she could hug Cassie. Or rather she slumped against Cassie until Cassie put her arms round her friend. Lucy was half a head taller than Cassie, but reed slim, so Cassie always felt that there was something insubstantial and fragile about her friend whenever they hugged. Then she’d remember that Lucy was one of the strongest people she knew. Not just mentally; she could hold a plank for over two minutes.

‘It’s been a long week,’ Lucy muttered.

‘Tell me about it,’ Cassie said with great feeling, pulling away from her friend and noting the shadows under her eyes, the tight lines of her normally cheery face. ‘I brought you something. It’s nothing, really, but the cherries won’t be in season for much longer and I know you love them.’

Cassie delved into her tote bag for the fruit, which Lucy received with barely a flicker of a reaction and dumped them on the counter. It was then that Cassie realised that usually when she came for dinner, she was greeted by the smell of something delicious cooking. Not this evening.

‘Too hot to cook?’ Cassie ventured. ‘Or is Russell going to fire up the barbecue?’

‘I suppose I could order a takeaway,’ Lucy said vaguely with an even vaguer shrug. After a brief pause during which Cassie looked at her friend with increasing consternation and Lucy gazed into the middle distance, Lucy came to and retrieved two wine glasses from the cupboard next to her. ‘We’re in the garden.’

Cassie thought that was a collective ‘we’, as in the three of them; she, Lucy and Russell – but as they stepped through the open doors, she saw that she wasn’t the only guest.

Sitting in one of the curved rattan chairs was the archest of all her nemeses, Marc Lacourt.
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Cassie stiffened immediately like a cat who’d had its fur brushed the wrong way then, for good measure, its tail pulled too.

Of course, Marc was sitting there like he owned the place. Like someone who didn’t work a fifty-hour week then feel like a wrung-out dishcloth by Friday evening. Like a white, heterosexual man in his forties who’d grown up amid great wealth and privilege. The world was built by men like him for men like him.

Just one brief glance was all Cassie needed to reaffirm her intense dislike for Russell’s best friend. He was tall, even seated, and had a tan that came courtesy of exotic foreign locations rather than out of a bottle and smelling of biscuits. His brown hair, just a little too long, had been lightened by the sun and yes, objectively he was handsome with his absurd cheekbones, his green eyes (typical of him to have green eyes) and his forearms. Cassie had to concede that he had really good forearms. But subjectively, Cassie would rather look at fish guts than have to look at Marc Lacourt.

He was wearing jeans, a black T-shirt that fitted as if it had been tailored for him – in fact it probably had – and because she worked in fashion, or at least a fashion-adjacent industry, Cassie recognised the black suede Malone Souliers trainers. It was a simple outfit, which had probably cost more than Cassie earned in a month. Not that she held that against Marc. No, she had other entirely valid reasons for the thin smile that it killed her to give him.

He didn’t get up, just lifted a hand in greeting as if even that was more effort than Cassie warranted.

‘Marc.’

‘Nice hair,’ he said and accompanied the subtle put-down with his ever-present and very tiresome smirk.

Her space buns were suddenly ridiculous. She was ridiculous.

At least Russell looked pleased to see her. He was a big blond bear of a man who quickly got up so he could fold Cassie into his arms and kiss her sweaty forehead. ‘Hello, lovely. So good to see you.’

He was the only member of the family who was behaving as Cassie would have expected. Unlike Lucy, who had put the bottle of rosé down on the weather-beaten wooden garden table and was now staring at it blankly.

‘Oh! I forgot glasses.’ She promptly disappeared back into the kitchen.

‘I’ll see if I can scare up some nibbles,’ Russell said and followed her.

Then it was just the two of them. Cassie could feel Marc’s eyes on her as she sat down and plucked at her dress so she had something to do with her hands.

Marc would sit there quite happily in a spiky silence but Cassie wasn’t built that way.

‘You’re well?’ she asked, her tone entirely uninterested.

‘Very well,’ he said in his stupid drawly voice like he was always amused at a joke that Cassie didn’t get and was probably at her expense anyway.

She sighed and wondered just how long it took to bring out two glasses and maybe a bag of Kettle Chips.

‘Have you been away this summer?’ She persisted even though she already knew from Lucy that he’d been to Santorini for the wedding of a friend. Like Marc, some financial tech entrepreneur who was rich enough to be able to afford a destination wedding to one of the most expensive Greek islands.

‘Here and there.’ He was absolutely determined not to give Cassie anything to work with.

There was a bottle of lager from a local microbrewery on the table in front of him. He picked it up and tapped a finger against the neck of the bottle. Then he raised it to his mouth, there was a flash of tongue, and Cassie had to look away.

God, it had been sixteen years and the memory still made her quiver then want to die …

‘Sorry about that. We’re all at sixes and sevens today!’

Cassie looked up gratefully as their hosts returned. Lucy was a woman who’d yet to meet a tiny decorative bowl she didn’t like, and she lived for a charcuterie board, but now she dumped a load of items, still in their wrappings and containers, on the table: olives, crackers, half a salami.

Russell placed another bottle of lager in front of Marc, who was perfectly capable of smiling and saying, ‘Thanks, mate,’ to people who weren’t Cassie. ‘But I said I was only having the one. I’m driving, remember?’

‘So you did, so you did,’ Russell said, rubbing his hands together. ‘Mind like a sieve.’

Lucy poured herself and Cassie glasses of rosé that were up to the brim.

‘Steady on! Are you trying to get me drunk?’

‘Jesus Christ, I wish I was drunk,’ Lucy said, picking up her glass with a shaking hand.

There had never been a time during their forced acquaintance when Cassie had ever felt any kind of kinship with Marc, but now as she glanced over at him, it was to share a fleeting, anxious look because something was clearly wrong.

‘You’re not moving, are you?’ Cassie asked suspiciously. She’d lost count of the number of her friends who’d left London, even when they’d sworn that life outside the capital with its sandy beaches and rolling green open countryside and much cheaper housing stock held no temptation for them. ‘Oh my God, are you moving to Whitstable? Everyone has moved to Whitstable!’

‘Not Whitstable,’ Lucy snapped, which was very unlike her. ‘Fuck Whitstable!’

‘Bit harsh on Whitstable.’ Marc put down his now empty bottle and looked like he was regretting his decision to drive over so he could only have one lager.

Russell cleared his throat. ‘OK, there’s no easy way to say this, I’m just going to hit you with the headlines.’ There was a pause. Whatever Russell was going to say, Cassie didn’t want to hear it. She suddenly knew, with a deep certainty, that there was a before and after bookending this pause and that her life, all their lives, were about to change.

She made an indistinct noise of protest, which made Russell glance over, but it wasn’t enough to stop him.

‘I’ve got stage four cancer,’ he said, each word like a bullet. ‘Metastatic hepatocellular carcinoma. Liver. Lymph nodes too, unfortunately. Not curable. Not really treatable. I’m hoping to hang on until Christmas. We’re not telling anyone else for now.’ He looked at Lucy, who shook her head. ‘I think that just about covers it.’

Cassie felt herself grow hot. Hotter. As if she was boiling where she sat. She wanted to speak but couldn’t think of a single word to say so instead she gasped and put a hand to her chest. She could hardly breathe; it was as if there was a crushing weight bearing down on her; her face collapsing …

‘No, Cass,’ Lucy said sharply, again so unlike her. ‘You can’t cry. I can’t deal with that.’

So the four of them sat there in stunned silence. Even Russell and Lucy, as if neither of them could believe it either. The diagnosis. The prognosis. It couldn’t be true. Someone, somewhere, must have made a terrible mistake. Maybe some blood samples had been swapped around. A computer error. A human error. These things happened all the time.

‘Is this why you suddenly pulled out of the marathon?’ Marc asked, just as Cassie was wondering if they might sit there without talking for the rest of the night.

It was their thing, Russell and Marc, running marathons together, something that had started when they were at Oxford. They ran the London Marathon every year, as well as a second marathon somewhere else; Paris, New York, Rome. Because Russell was sporty. Fit. Oozing ruddy good health – except this year, he’d cried off the London Marathon with just a week’s notice. Something about an injury … Cassie really hadn’t paid much attention – though she’d missed cheering Russell on as he emerged from the underpass at Blackfriars – but she’d forgotten about it until now.

‘In a roundabout way,’ Russell was saying. ‘You know I had that shortness of breath on our training runs …’

Marc nodded. ‘You thought you’d sprained a muscle in your back. You were going to get it checked out.’

‘Well, the pulled muscle turned out to be cancer,’ Russell said. Cassie didn’t even know how he could say the word or muster up a smile. ‘Don’t you hate it when that happens?’

‘Obviously you’ve had a second opinion?’ Marc didn’t wait for Russell to reply. ‘What does not really treatable mean? Are you having chemo? Radiotherapy? Have you looked into having a liver transplant? Obviously, you’ve had a second opinion.’ He had his phone out and was busy scrolling. ‘There’s no harm in getting a third opinion. You know, I’ve been diversifying into MedTech so I’ve got quite a few contacts. I’ll get you in front of the best person. Whatever it costs. You don’t even have to ask.’

Lucy and Russell shared another look. A despairing look that made Cassie want to cry again.

‘That’s really kind of you, mate, but we won’t be doing any of that,’ Russell said very gently.

‘We’ve decided …’ Lucy’s voice cracked. She took a large gulp of wine. ‘We’ve decided that Russell’s quality of life is the most important thing.’

‘The time that I’ve got left I want to spend with Lucy and the girls. Not in hospitals and doctors’ offices,’ Russell said in his firmest voice, which was still light and laced with good humour. In all the time that Cassie had known him, sixteen years, she’d never heard him shout. If she were him, she’d be shouting to the fucking heavens right about now. ‘It’s not a decision that we’ve taken lightly, but our minds are made up.’

Cassie didn’t even realise she was clutching hold of the arm of her chair in a white-knuckled grip until Lucy prised Cassie’s hand free and threaded their fingers together. She tried to think of the right things to say, but there was nothing right about this and Cassie couldn’t trust herself to speak because she knew she’d cry. Instead she held hands with Lucy and let the conversation, Marc now firing questions about proton therapy, float above her head.

Eventually the girls drifted into the garden, Fleur sitting curled on Cassie’s lap like she’d done when she was littler and much lighter. Cassie didn’t mind the elbow in her ribs or Fleur’s sweaty stranglehold around her neck, her damp, shallow breaths against Cassie’s skin. Even the discomfort felt like a privilege.

They ordered Lebanese food for dinner. Normally Cassie would dip falafels into the hummus until she’d eaten so much that she felt sick, but even the act of putting food in her mouth, chewing, then swallowing was too much effort. She stroked Fleur’s hair and only spoke when she was spoken to, as Joni and Russell did a valiant job of making sure that they didn’t all lapse into another painful silence.

As soon as it was nine, the sun sinking and the shadows lengthening, though it was still hot and muggy, Cassie found her voice. ‘It’s getting late,’ she said, though she’d stayed much later before. So late that in the end she’d crash in the spare room. Not tonight, though. ‘I should be going.’

There weren’t the usual protests to have one more glass for the road. As Cassie stood up, her thighs practically numb from Fleur using her as a chair, Marc got to his feet too.

Cassie sighed with relief when the front door shut behind them. Usually the goodbye was protracted and featured a lot of hugging, but she couldn’t even look at Russell, let alone touch him.

She hurried down the garden path, Marc at her heels. He followed her a few metres down the road until Cassie stopped, turned around and took a deep breath. Her heart was pounding like she’d just done some heavy cardio, which she would never.

Marc watched as Cassie put a hand to her breastbone and pressed down with her fingers to will her heart to slow down, to quieten her shuddering breaths.

It wasn’t until Cassie was able to exist at a normal volume and a normal heart rate that Marc pointed at her with his key fob as if she was as biddable as his fancy electric car. ‘Want a lift?’

Never, but especially not now. ‘No, thank you. I’m going to walk,’ Cassie said. ‘I need to clear my head.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Marc stepped past her without another word. A second later, she heard the smooth purr of his car door opening.

The fact that, even after the world had tilted off its axis, he could still be a condescending dick was actually a small crumb of comfort.
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