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To Jon

My only brother, but that’s all I’ll ever need




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE

‘Is everyone here?’ asked Sasha, impatiently scanning the meeting room for absentees. Lucy glanced around for the usual latecomers, namely Jonno, LUNA’s Creative Director, who refused to be held back by something as inconveniently immovable as time. He sauntered in just ahead of Fran, the agency’s Senior Account Director, who used performative lateness as a way of reminding everyone how busy and important she was.

‘Good,’ said Sasha, moving to the front of the room as the nervous chatter died down. In-person meetings for the entire account team were unusual, and usually indicated bad news. Since it was the first day back in the office after New Year, the rumour was that something big had gone down over the holidays. Lucy had money on ‘the client has slashed their advertising budget, so half of you are being fired with immediate effect’, whilst Jonno had punted for ‘the client has slashed their deadlines, which means all of you are expected to work longer hours for no extra money, but we will provide budget pizza and warm beer if you’re here past 9 p.m.’ There was a drink at their favourite pub riding on the outcome.

‘So, Team Titan,’ said Sasha with a warm smile. Uh oh, thought Lucy. Definitely late-night sloppy pizza and warm Peroni. Titan was the UK’s number two condom brand – the designer choice of social media influencers and aspirational Gen Zs – and their market share was growing faster than the barrage of weak penis jokes that inevitably followed publication of the latest sales data. The LUNA team in Bristol had won the pitch to do all their advertising three years ago, when Titan was barely more than a fledgling start-up. Now it was one of LUNA’s most prestigious accounts and it was a daily battle not to have the business stolen by the team in London.

‘I’ve had an email from Kristoff,’ continued Sasha, raising her voice just enough to bring the room to order. ‘He’s asked us to join them for a planning weekend. In two weeks’ time.’

The room went deathly quiet as everyone weighed up the likelihood of this being any fun. Titan was a good client with decent budgets, but they were also a bunch of beige, clean-living Americans fashioned from designer athleisure, expensive dentistry and protein shakes. The company had been founded four years ago by Kristoff Berg, a dazzlingly handsome Swedish-American entrepreneur who’d made his first million before he could legally drink in the US. He was now in his thirties and, with him at the helm, Titan was carving a lubed-up path through the European market and making their gold-packaged condoms a must-have lifestyle choice.

‘What IS a planning weekend, exactly?’ asked Steve, one of the Design team. A few people raised their eyebrows in his direction, silently acknowledging his willingness to put his head above the parapet. Until a year ago, Sasha had been Managing Director of the Bristol agency and strategic lead on the Titan account, but now she was a member of the Group Board based out of London, and topping every patronising industry list of women over forty who were smashing it in advertising. She may once have been ‘one of them’, but now she wielded untold power and everyone in the room knew it.

‘It’s an opportunity to get together for a few days and review the account,’ said Sasha mildly, as half the team hunkered down in their chairs so they were less visible. The last time Kristoff had visited the Bristol office, Lucy had heard that he’d declared the deli lunch incompatible with his dietary regime and sent his assistant out to find some Huel, although nobody seemed to have witnessed this incident first hand. Luckily Lucy never had to spend time with them in person – Senior Copywriter was a backroom job and Kristoff and his team mostly worked out of Geneva for spurious tax reasons.

‘And why can’t that be done during working hours?’ asked Steve. Jonno glared at him, silently entreating him to pipe down before Sasha swept Titan into her designer handbag and took it back to the grown-ups in London.

Sasha sighed heavily and pressed her lips together. ‘Well, the good news is that there are only six spaces. So if you’d rather not go, you can absolutely opt out.’

Steve nodded firmly and crossed his arms. ‘Brilliant, I’m out. No offence, but my weekends are sacred.’ Lucy knew for a fact that Steve spent his weekends doing CrossFit with no shirt on, because the first rule of CrossFit is that you have to tell everyone you do CrossFit. Jonno called him the Severn Bore, but never to his face because the veins on Steve’s neck popped out when he was annoyed.

‘None taken,’ said Sasha dryly. ‘And the sacred nature of your weekends is duly noted.’

‘What kind of planning are they thinking?’ asked Kim, loudly flicking to a fresh page in her notebook and writing PLANNING WEEKEND in large letters at the top. Kim was another keen bean on Jonno’s team, who wrote her entire life in one of those bullet journals. Once she’d left it open on her desk and Lucy had spotted Can you teach yourself to like spinach? in the Thoughts for the Day section. If Kim had hidden depths, they were unlikely to pose a risk of drowning.

‘Yeah,’ chipped in Lou, who was the more junior of the two art directors. ‘Where is it?’

Sasha smiled at Lou. ‘It’s in Zermatt. In the Swiss Alps.’ She paused dramatically as the room collectively sat up like a mob of meerkats, then started to chatter excitedly.

‘Wait, what?’ exclaimed Steve, looking around at the group. ‘It’s a ski trip?’

‘I believe skiing is an option. Amongst other winter pastimes,’ said Sasha smoothly. Lucy could tell how much she was enjoying herself, and wondered for the umpteenth time exactly how old she was. The glossy dark curls and glowing skin suggested early-to-mid forties, but Lucy also knew that she’d been working in the industry for well over twenty-five years. Either she’d started very young, or more likely was the human equivalent of her dad’s car. The chassis was original, but several parts had been replaced.

‘Fucking hell,’ grinned Steve. ‘I’m back in, then.’

Sasha shook her head and picked at a bit of fluff on the shoulder of her cashmere sweater. Her fingernails were dark red and immaculate, which prompted Lucy to tuck her flaking festive manicure under her armpits. ‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said smoothly. ‘I’m afraid you opted out, and that’s very much a one-way ticket. Any other questions?’

‘So what’s it all for?’ asked Kim, as Steve slumped in his chair, looking mutinous.

‘A prize,’ said Sasha. ‘For all the awards we’ve helped Titan win over the last year. They’ve offered to pay for six members of the Titan team to go. There’ll be a working session or two, but primarily it’s a reward for all our hard work.’

‘What if you don’t ski?’ asked Matty, who was in his mid-twenties and had recently taken over responsibility for Titan’s TikTok output. Lucy knew he’d grown up on a council estate in south Bristol and joined the agency as part of a social mobility initiative. Half the agency disappeared off to the Alps every winter, not that Lucy was one of them. Her mother was an orthopaedic nurse who’d seen too many horror-movie fractures, and her dad had arthritis in his lower back from thirty years of bending over lab specimens. So skiing hadn’t been part of her childhood, and adulthood hadn’t exactly been a big adventure so far. But that was a whole other story.

‘Skiing isn’t mandatory, obviously,’ said Sasha, giving Matty a reassuring smile. ‘But you can have a day of lessons, if you fancy it. According to the email I’ve had from Kristoff, there’ll also be spa treatments and snowshoe walks, that sort of thing. All equipment provided. And, of course, some actual work.’

Everyone chattered excitedly again, the work aspect now entirely forgotten and irrelevant.

‘So who’s it going to be?’ asked Sasha, looking around the room. ‘We need to agree on six.’ Lucy did a quick headcount – there were fourteen people in the room, including Sasha, so this was about to get messy. She grinned at Jonno, who was clearly thinking the same thing, and sat back to enjoy the show.

‘Can’t the agency pay for ALL of us to go?’ asked Rachel, who’d recently been promoted onto the account and liked to give the impression she was a warm and inclusive human being. But Lucy knew that Rachel would happily trample every one of them to get a place on this trip, then throw her grandmother under a speeding bus for good measure.

‘No,’ said Sasha. ‘The Titan team have hired a chalet. Four of them, six of us.’

‘We have to share?’ asked Rachel, looking aghast. Lucy said nothing, but silently agreed. She’d rather shit a Swiss army knife than share a bedroom with Rachel – there was a good chance she’d wake up with a pillow over her face.

Sasha shook her head, pressing her lips together in a silent gesture of suppressed annoyance that Lucy had seen a thousand times. ‘No, it has ten bedrooms.’

‘Fuck me, they’ve hired a chalet with ten bedrooms?’ It was the first time Jonno had spoken, and his voice boomed out in the small room. Jonno only had one volume, and it was ‘East End fruit and veg trader’.

‘Yes. Well, it’s more of a small hotel, apparently. Titan have exclusive use. So everyone has their own en-suite room.’

‘So how do we choose?’ asked Rachel hopefully. ‘Pick names out of a hat?’

You wish, thought Lucy. Rachel had only joined the account six months ago, long after the award-winning campaign was finished. A lucky dip was the only way she was going.

‘No,’ said Sasha emphatically. ‘We discuss it as a team, like sensible adults, and agree who deserves to go.’ She put on her glasses and checked the notes on her phone. ‘We’ll be heading out on Thursday the nineteenth of January and flying back late on the Sunday. Can anybody not make that?’

A jolt of pain pierced through Lucy’s chest, forcing her to suppress a gasp. The twentieth of January was Leo’s anniversary, which she’d booked off to spend with her parents. It was never an occasion she looked forward to, so maybe being out of the country wasn’t such a bad idea. She could feel Jonno looking at her curiously, and flicked through the notebook in her lap like she was looking for something important.

‘Anyone?’ repeated Sasha impatiently.

Video Derek put his hand in the air. ‘I, umm, have a thing.’

‘What kind of thing?’ asked Sasha.

‘Just a thing. Um, the usual, you know. Volunteering.’

Lucy gave Derek a smile that she hoped communicated her utmost admiration and respect. Derek was an absolute saint who spent most of his free time volunteering at a Bristol drop-in centre for troubled teenagers. And unlike Steve, he only ever talked about it if asked directly.

‘Fine, no problem,’ said Sasha. ‘No Derek, but the rest of you are welcome to share your opinions on who should go.’

Lucy said nothing and waited, knowing that there was no chance on earth she wasn’t going to be on this list. She’d written every word of the winning campaign across every platform, so obviously somebody was going to put her name forward. The question was, how did she make sure Jonno went too? If she wasn’t going to be remembering Leo in the usual way, she needed Jonno there for emotional support.

‘I’ll start,’ said Jonno. ‘Lucy should be on the list. Without her, none of this would have happened.’

‘Other copywriters do exist,’ muttered Rachel.

‘Yes, but this campaign was written by Lucy,’ said Jonno, giving Rachel a withering look. ‘Can any of you really imagine a scenario where she’d be left behind?’

Everyone shook their heads, apart from Rachel, who hated it when other people were given nice things, or experienced feelings of happiness.

‘Right, that’s Lucy,’ said Sasha. ‘Assuming you do actually want to go?’

‘Yeah, course,’ shrugged Lucy, nudging painful thoughts of Leo aside in favour of a winter-wonderland fantasy involving accidentally falling over in the snow and being rescued by a hot ski instructor with very warm hands.

‘Good, one down. Anyone want to recommend anyone else, before you all start pitching for yourselves and this turns into The Hunger Games?’ Lucy kept quiet, mentally crossing her fingers that someone would say Jonno’s name. It couldn’t be her; everyone knew they were best mates.

‘Jonno,’ said Steve, who had missed out himself but clearly wasn’t going to sacrifice the whole Creative team. ‘He did most of the design work, and the client loves him.’

‘Agreed,’ said Sasha. ‘Anyone object to Jonno?’

‘Not an objection, per se,’ said Kim, clearing her throat. Jonno had recently turned her down for promotion, and apparently she was about to get her revenge. ‘I’m just wondering if it’s appropriate for directors to go?’

‘On what basis would that not be appropriate?’ asked Sasha, raising her eyebrows and giving Kim a look that would melt an ice cap from outer space.

‘Well,’ said Kim, looking mildly panicked. ‘It’s just, you know, you guys already get to do a lot of cool stuff that we don’t.’

Sasha’s eyebrows were now glued to the light fittings. ‘Such as?’

‘I don’t know,’ muttered Kim, casting around the room for help. ‘Like, awards dinners and events and fancy hotels abroad.’

‘Fancy hotels abroad?’ asked Sasha, blinking furiously.

‘Yeah, like when you and Jonno went to Cannes.’

Sasha laughed. ‘For the Lions festival. It’s the biggest creative event in our industry, and it was all work. Where would you have preferred we stay? In a hostel? A caravan?’

Kim hung her head. ‘No, obviously.’ Lucy smiled to herself, remembering all the stories Jonno had told her about debauched nights out and passing out on a sunlounger at 5 a.m. Whatever Cannes was, it definitely wasn’t work.

‘Jonno obviously deserves to be on this trip,’ continued Sasha. ‘He and Lucy devised this whole campaign, based on MY strategy.’ She glared at Kim, waiting for her to object.

‘Well, you should definitely be going,’ said Fran, Titan’s Account Director and the cheerleader for anyone who had influence over her bonus. Jonno glanced at Lucy and pulled a face, as if he’d just tasted Fran’s arse-kissing and the flavour wasn’t to his liking.

‘Thank you, Fran, you’re absolutely right,’ said Sasha triumphantly. Fran beamed, entirely oblivious to the laser glares being fired her way as one more place was claimed by management. ‘So that’s me, Jonno and Lucy. Three spaces left. Who are we thinking?’

Lucy glanced in the direction of Nate, who was tucked into the corner of the room like he was trying to blend into the paintwork. So far he’d said nothing, instead scribbling feverish notes on a sheaf of paper that Lucy recognised as the client brief for Titan’s latest campaign. He’d been working for Fran on the Titan team for over a year, having moved to Bristol from the Pukka Paws pet food team based in Paris. Lucy found him surly and uncommunicative, and not just because he was half French. He wasn’t actively an arsehole, exactly; he just gave off an air of being a bit superior, like team socials were all a bit beneath him. Jonno called him ‘French Exit’, because he always left the party early without saying goodbye.

She watched him for a moment, entirely lost in the Titan brief like nobody else was in the room. Dark, floppy hair that curled at his neck, long eyelashes and full lips, like a picture she’d once seen of a young Mick Jagger. Cold and impenetrable, but inarguably good-looking.

‘So that’s Maya and Olly,’ said Sasha, as Lucy snapped back into the room and tuned back in to what was happening. She was happy with both those choices; Maya was Titan’s Senior Art Director and smart and funny, and Olly was invariably the first person in the agency who’d down a bottle of wine and climb onto a table to lip-sync to Beyoncé. He was Sasha’s PA, but at the time of the winning Titan campaign he’d stepped up to Project Manager, organising people and photo shoots and making sure the whole project stayed on track.

‘One place left,’ said Sasha. ‘Who’s it going to be?’

‘I’d like to put my name back into the ring,’ said Steve. ‘Because—’

‘Denied,’ interrupted Sasha, as Maya and Olly started whispering excitedly. ‘Can we just focus, please? These are hot tickets, and I’m not spending the next month listening to you all whinge on about how it should have been you. State your case, or pipe down.’

‘Oh my GOD, guys,’ exclaimed Fran. ‘I can’t believe none of you have nominated me. Like, really?’

‘Buckle in, kids. Fran’s about to blow,’ muttered Jonno.

‘It’s MY account,’ wailed Fran. ‘I’ve been the Account Director for Titan for THREE YEARS.’

Nobody said anything, as any joy Lucy had been feeling about being on the list farted into the room like a deflating balloon.

‘Right, but doesn’t Nate actually do most of the work?’ asked Rachel smugly. Several people took a sharp intake of breath as Nate looked up, and Fran narrowed her eyes as the temperature in the room dropped by ten degrees.

‘That’s outrageous,’ spat Fran. ‘Yes, of COURSE Nate helped, it’s too big an account just for me. But I’m the Account Director, and they’re my client. I’ve, like, nurtured the relationship.’

‘They hate her,’ whispered Jonno. ‘They call her Funsponge Fran, because she sucks all the joy out of the room.’

Lucy covered her mouth with her hand, her shoulders shaking with laughter.

‘Well,’ said Sasha, her voice slightly strained. ‘Does anyone have an issue with Fran taking the last space?’

Lucy didn’t dare look up, instead focusing intently on her trainers.

‘Fran it is,’ said Sasha bleakly. ‘Along with me, Lucy, Jonno, Maya and Olly. Well done, everyone.’

Lucy smiled gamely, thinking that even though Funsponge Fran was the fly in the ointment, the list could definitely have been worse. And at least she’d been saved from a weekend with Psycho Rachel or Moody Nate.
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