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CHAPTER ONE

My pulse races at the sight of Annie’s head poking out from behind a tree at the other end of Barbourough High Street. My best friend looks both ways from behind its trunk while I wipe away the beads of sweat forming on my forehead, the back of my neck prickling with heat and unease. The street is silent; lined with bunting that hangs perfectly still, without even the gentlest of breezes to rustle it. This is it. The calm before the storm, a sinister reminder of what’s to come.

Finally, Annie steps out from behind the tree. My shoulders tense, jaw tightening as she strides towards me. I feel the air become closer, hotter. Soon this’ll be over, we’ll have done what we came here to do, but right now I’m sweating, my whole body fraught with nervous energy. I grip Herbie’s lead tightly, holding him close to me despite its leather slipping in my clammy palm. Me and Annie lock eyes and hope washes over me. For the first time I feel like we can do this. My fingers and toes tingle, I’m restless with anticipation. The ending is within our grasp and my fight or flight instinct’s telling me that we’ve won. Safety is coming.

‘CUT, CUT, CUT!!!’ Annie yells, waving her arms.

Taylor Swift’s ‘Cruel Summer’ comes to a stop and I skid to a halt, immediately tripping over. In front of me, Annie goes to the phone she’s set up on a tripod in the middle of the pavement. She struts with purpose in her cut-off denim shorts and pink T-shirt that says ‘Mama’s Nepo Baby’, her pink Perspex visor bobbing on her head with authority.

‘BACK UP! START AGAIN!’ yells Annie, waving her arms, halting our reunion for what is now the tenth time for the sake of social media.

I throw my head back to the sky in exasperation. She may have been away for four weeks, but at thirty-five degrees it’s far too hot for this shit. Also, I wasn’t the one that left for an internship with the Ministry of Justice, why am I being punished? She knows I’m shy. Appearing on a Reel is my worst nightmare.

‘Your eyes aren’t glistening with emotion and you’re moving way too fast for this to pack the punch of a proper slow-motion, cinematic reunion,’ she shouts.

She spins on her heel and heads back behind the tree, ready for take eleven. Sure I missed her, but after this many tries at reuniting, any emotion my eyes could have potentially ‘glistened’ with has well and truly dried up. I am an emotional husk. The most she can hope for in this dry heat, at the end of a very long morning of interning at the glamourous Barbourough News office, is that a rogue bit of sweat might drip from my forehead in the vague direction of my eyes.

‘Back up, Kerry! BACK UP!’ she shouts from two metres away.

Annie refuses to come any closer to ‘preserve the authenticity’ of our first embrace for her ReelLife feed. Heaven forbid we could just hug each other without a video of it being available for strangers to watch and judge on the internet.

‘This is the LAST time, Annie,’ I shout, realising that a gaggle of old people have now gathered by the tripod, confused and unsure how to negotiate its presence.

Old Mr Harris starts prodding at one of its plastic legs angrily with his walking stick, as if it might move out of the way of its own accord.

‘Go round!’ Annie shouts to him. Her instructions are combined with a frantic hand gesture, but Mr Harris just continues staring at her blankly, waggling his walking stick in the direction of the obstruction.

‘GO ROUND!!!’ she instructs again, even louder and with even more expressive arm movements.

Much to her continued frustration and my amusement, though, Mr Harris either can’t hear her or is wilfully ignoring her. To be fair, I think he’s actually quite enjoying having something new to be annoyed at. I’m about to plead with Annie to abandon this whole thing altogether and just let us spend the rest of my lunch break at the lido, catching up with our feet in the water like we’d planned, when she freezes, her lips stretching into a slow smile. I’m afraid she might have had an idea.

‘What if we dance?!’ she shouts, deadly serious. ‘WE COULD WALTZ TO EACH OTHER!’

‘You could bite me?’ I reply.

Herbie, the little white Highland terrier we share, confirms this sentiment by barking loudly. He can’t figure out why Annie keeps teasing him by advancing towards him with a treat one minute and then backing away again the next. Really, it’s incredibly harsh for him – I’m surprised he hasn’t called the RSPCA with his sad little paws already.

‘WHY are you suddenly so into ReelLife, anyway?’ I ask, slightly dreading the answer. ‘Is this a London thing?’

‘Duh, I want to be popular,’ Annie says. ‘Plus, how embarrassing would it be if we’re the only people at the Festival of Fame without any followers?’

I look at the crowd that’s amassed to watch us film this reunion, my face burning. ‘Yeah, really embarrassing,’ I mutter. ‘I mean, I don’t even have a profile …’

‘Correction!’ Annie says. ‘You didn’t. Fear not, my friend! I have taken the liberty of creating one for you!’

Oh god. What’s she done? I feel a bit sick and pull my phone out straight away to take a look. Finding the profile, I can see that A) she’s used a photo with her in it as my profile pic, she looks great and I look bad. And B) at least she’s kept the bio short, but all it says is ‘The second half of the Tampon Two.’ It could be worse, I guess. And C) I have three followers: Annie, Colin and Audrey.

I should have known all this has to do with the Festival of Fame. The village has been covered in bunting and posters for it all summer. Everywhere I look I’m reminded of the impending event where fans get to meet their favourite influencers.

I would be excited, because Winona Philips, feminist influencer and our hero, is hosting, so obviously Annie and I are going. And, of course, Annie’s decided we’re finally going to meet her. But it means camping for three days with hundreds of other people, all of them making constant videos. And the possibility that I – very likely, knowing me – will do something absolutely mortifying in front of said hero. I’m terrified, actually.

‘Follow my lead and soon enough we’ll have more followers than Les Populaires.’ Annie’s eyes glisten and she stares dreamily into the distance, thinking of the most popular group in school that she spent six years trying to be part of before finally achieving her goal. ‘Maybe even more than Winona Philips …’

‘So, you want to be an influencer now?’ I shout, trying to keep the judgement out of my voice. ‘Was it not enough for you to get the glory from solving the menstrual murders?’

‘It was a good start. But yeah, I want to be an influencer. Just not a shallow one, like those “Get Ready with Me” beauty blogger types.’ She turns her nose up at the thought as she speaks. ‘I want to be like Winona Philips. Smart! Political! Worshipped by all!’ Annie commands.

I’m trying to keep up with all this, but there’s no stopping Annie. A mean part of me remembers that it took her ten years and a murder investigation to achieve her last goal of becoming popular at our school, though. And now that Colin, Audrey and, of course, Heather finally tolerate us and allow us to be part of Les Populaires, is she saying that’s not enough for her?

‘I’ve been places now, Kerry; I’VE BEEN TO LONDON! Seen things! I want more! I want … world domination!’ Her eyes glisten, but as she says the words ‘world domination’ a pigeon flies towards her head and she ducks out of the way, petrified. She’ll not be deterred, though. ‘Besides, we’re the Tampon Two!’

I roll my eyes at the name she gave us after we solved the menstrual murders last year. A name that no one else has ever actually used, and yet she continues to try and make it happen.

‘Anyway, ready for the next take?’ Annie says, seemingly recovered from her villainous monologue about taking over the world.

Reluctantly, I retake my starting position as she aims the tiny remote at her phone from behind the tree with the precision of an assassin. ‘Cruel Summer’ resumes and Annie comes dancing out from behind the tree, shaking and shimmying in my direction. The crowd has now doubled in size and their gaze moves over to me, waiting to see what I’ll pull out of the dancing bag.

I silently plead for a sinkhole to open up in the hot tarmac beneath my feet. There are so many people stuck watching our mortifying display who probably just want to get past. The air’s beginning to feel thick with embarrassment (me), impatience (them) and sweat (all of us). I start my advance towards Annie, knowing that the only way to get this over with is to power straight through it. Besides, it’s been a whole month without mortification for me. (Well, apart from when my boss at Barbourough News made me walk the streets dressed as a giant newspaper to boost readership.) It’s been a good run, better get back to it. The only small mercy is that my boyfriend Scott went away on tour with his band this morning, so he won’t be around to witness any of this.

Annie ramps it up, skipping enthusiastically and throwing in a couple of leaps like a ballerina racing to her long-lost forest-nymph lover. I wish I could move with such ease and confidence – instead, I’m just sort of bobbing a bit with every step, occasionally throwing a hand out to the side in a meek way when I feel jazzy. Spoiler: I’m not really a feeling jazzy sort of person. I’m more of a feeling tired, overwhelmed and shy person. And one of the things the last year of attention has taught me, is that I’m actually OK with being all those things, thanks.

It feels like months have passed since I began bobbing awkwardly down the street, but finally Annie and I are close enough to each other that I can see an end in sight to this hell.

As our fingers touch, a tingle goes up my spine and my lungs open up, as if I can breathe more easily now she’s back.

‘Good vulva to you, Kerry!’ Annie beams, shouting Winona Philips’s famous line.

‘Good vulva, Annie,’ I whisper back.

We fling our arms around each other and I inhale the scent of the same strawberry shampoo she’s used her whole life. The rest of the world is a blur as we stand there in our embrace, just as the pigeon flies back towards us, seemingly intent on murder.








CHAPTER TWO

The air is thick with the feverish excitement of late summer as the two of us enter Rose Hill Farm, the farm where Heather – queen of Les Populaires – and her mum live. You might think after everything that happened last year she’d want to keep a low profile, hide from attention. But no, instead she’s literally invited the whole world over. She says it’s to try and get the farm known for something other than murder.

The tinny sound of a playlist containing all the current viral ReelLife songs plays across the acres of festival landscape stretching out in front of us – to be fair, it’s completely unrecognisable from the last time we were up here, chasing the menstrual murderer. In place of barren fields and brambles are green lawns peppered with food stalls, fairground rides, flashing lights, stages, laughter and music, and perfectly crafted Instagram-ready sets.

As the two of us stride epically across the buzzing fields with Herbie trotting behind, I feel intensely aware of all the people filming and earnestly talking into their phones. I’m nervous that any of them could capture me in the background at any time. I just want to find the campsite and put the tent up, then maybe hide in there. Just for a bit.

‘Remind me again why we’re here?’ I ask.

‘Apart from being in the same place as our hero and idol Winona Philips, you mean?!’ Annie blinks at me and then returns to scrolling videos idly. ‘I need to learn my craft!’

She’s gone all out, wearing a neon playsuit and neon face paint – as if seeking camouflage inside a rave – and a pair of wellies that seem to reach up so high they may as well be full-leg waders. It’s definitely giving abattoir rather than festival-chic. To cap it all off she’s carrying a camping backpack that’s over half the size of her. I feel underprepared in my shorts and T-shirt, with my small, modest backpack – and obviously the tent which, hopefully, we’re about to put up really soon.

‘And anyway, it’ll be great for your career too. You can write a piece about it for Barb News! You’ve been telling me all summer that they don’t let you do anything apart from sharpen pencils and make tea. Now’s your chance. You could review the most exciting event to happen in Barbourough since the menstrual murders!’

‘Annie! We’ve been through this – you can’t go around calling the murders exciting.’ I sigh. ‘Besides, the review’s not going to happen. I already pitched it to Ralph, the editor, and he turned me down.’

‘What? HOW?’ Annie asks. ‘Some of THE most famous influencers are in our village. How is that not front-page news? I’d much rather read about that than Mr Harris’s massive turnip. This would never happen in London.’

‘He called it a “new-fangled, trendy blight on our village that no one wants”,’ I say.

‘So, write it anyway,’ Annie says. ‘You can publish it yourself. Maybe make it a blog?!’

Actually, that’s not such a bad idea.

‘I could write it while we’re here and post it afterwards. Like a real account of the UK’s first massive influencer festival, from someone who was there. Maybe I could even delve into what the influencers are really like, behind the filters!’ I feel the spark of excitement start to grow as I’m talking. What I don’t say is that maybe I could interview an influencer or two … maybe even Winona Philips. I shake myself, I daren’t even imagine.

‘Exactly! And I can share it with my followers!’

I don’t want to point out to Annie that earlier this afternoon, when I was hard at work sharpening pencils and listening to updates from my desk-mate Doris about the town batcam (a camera filming the movements of the village bats – peak Barbourough excitement!), I looked at Annie’s profile and she’s only got two followers: Colin and Audrey. I’d follow her but I don’t want her thinking I intend to use my profile or tagging me in anything.

‘Imagine if something really exciting happens, like another murder! You’ll be the person writing about it from first-hand experience! You’ll get so many readers!’

‘Annie, the only way a murder’s going to happen here is if someone weaponises a ring light,’ I say, gesturing to all the phone-gripped people around us.

‘Excuse me! VIPs COMING THROUGH!!’ Annie shouts through the crowd of people. Not a single one of them pay attention to her.

‘Haha, VIPs. Yeah, right,’ I mutter. ‘Can we please find somewhere to put up this tent soon?’ I’m sick of hauling it around already.

‘Oh no, my friend! We won’t be needing a tent! I wasn’t joking. We’re obviously going VIP,’ Annie announces.

‘So, we don’t need this then?’ I nod to the fucking tent.

Annie’s so blasé but I’m actually not so sure the VIP thing is as certain as she thinks.

‘Have you asked Heather, or –’ I’m cut off by Annie immediately.

‘Don’t need to! You don’t think we’re going to be camping with the common people when our friend’s the person that actually put this festival on, do you? Besides, we have to be where Winona is!’ Annie waves her hand, gesturing at the people around us. ‘Also, you’re going out with Heather’s brother. You’re basically her sister-in-law!’

I’m still not sure any of this means we would automatically get a pass to the VIP section. Annie spins round to me, her eyes glistening.

‘Actually, that’s a good point. Ask Scott to put in a good word for us – I mean, just in case Heather’s got distracted and forgotten to save us a good yurt or something.’ She clutches my arm.

‘Hmmm,’ I make a non-committal noise as she grabs my arm a little tighter.

‘You’ll never know if you don’t try!’ She’s giving me puppy-dog eyes and I know that if I don’t text him she’ll never let it go, so I fire off an apologetic text to Scott, purely for a bit of peace.

We walk further into the crowds and I start to feel like I’m in some kind of montage video. Probably because everyone around us is recording ‘Come with Me to the Festival of Fame’ videos – phones raised, different voices talking earnestly or excitedly to screen. Thank god Annie’s not got me doing one of those. It’s definitely not part of her brand if she wants to be ‘less of a cheesy influencer’. As we carry on walking, everything starts to feel more epic, like we’re heading towards some kind of crescendo movie-moment – it’s as if I can hear the music building.

Actually, maybe I can hear it? Is that …

‘Come with me to the FESTIVAL OF FAME!’ Annie shouts. Her nose is just inches from her phone, which has ‘Chariots of Fire’ blasting out from it, far louder than her voice. ‘WELCOME TO THE FAMOUS JUNGLE!’ she shouts against the music, making Herbie’s ears pin back and his head tilt in surprise.

This feels extra even for her, and when I look at her screen she’s got the ‘iconic flames’ filter on so it looks like we’re queens walking through a wall of fire. To be fair, with this many people around, it does feel a little like that to me – just more scary and hot than ‘iconic’.

‘No, no, no,’ I say, shaking my head and taking the phone from her.

‘Hey!’ Annie sulks.

‘I’m only doing what Colin and Audrey would do if they were here.’ I show her the WhatsApp messages Colin and Audrey sent to the Les Populaires group just minutes ago from their holiday in St Barts as a reminder.

Colin: Annie, don’t do anything lame or cringey at the festival while we’re not there to rein you in.

Audrey: No cheesy montage videos babe, you are not diva enough to pull them off.

Annie re-reads the messages and rolls her eyes before nodding her head in resignation.

‘Fair point well made,’ she says.

‘Obviously I think everything you do is cool.’ I raise a hand to my chest to show sincerity.

‘Natch,’ Annie says.

‘But we know the rest of the world isn’t as advanced as us,’ I proceed. ‘So, maybe we should just keep a low profile while we’re here?’

‘OK, fine,’ Annie agrees reluctantly.

If I’m going to be writing about the festival, I don’t want to draw attention to myself. I want to be a casual and anonymous observer. I open the festival programme on my phone and take a look at the events. I reckon I’ll find out a lot from the ‘Creating Your Online Persona’ event if I’m looking at what the influencers are really like compared to how they appear online. I decide to keep Annie well away from the ‘Dress Your Pet for Internet Success’ session, for Herbie’s sake, though. The first event, the ‘Influencers Under Twenty’ panel, starts in a bit and that’s a good chance to quietly watch and get to know the influencers in their public form.

My research is hampered by Annie suddenly shoving her phone right in my face and whispering into it. ‘Come with me and my bestie to the Festival of Fame.’ She leans wide- eyed into the camera before realising that I’m glaring at her. ‘What? I’m doing it quietly. Look! I’ve taken the flame filter off.’

‘Annie … that’s so not what I meant when I said keeping a low profile. I meant more not posting it at all,’ I sigh.

‘OK … I’m going to need to explain to you sometime about how influencers work. Spoiler: they do kind of need attention,’ Annie says before suddenly stopping in the entrance to the main festival field and staring around her.

‘What are we doing now?’ I ask, watching her, nose in the air, sniffing her surroundings like a dog in the park.

‘Just soaking in the atmosphere,’ Annie tells me. ‘Breeeeeeathing it all in … We’re at our first festival, Kerry! This is huge!! MASSIVE!! You and me! US! AT! A! FESTIVAL!’

‘Ten minutes from our houses.’ I mutter this bit of real talk because it would be cruel to be too forceful about it when she’s this excited.

‘We’re finally part of the coolness,’ Annie says in a breathy whisper, looking around her, eyes shining.

‘OUT OF THE WAY, TWATS!’ someone yells at us, appearing from behind and giving Annie an almighty shove on the way past. The shove, plus the weight of her backpack, sends Annie flying to the floor. She scrabbles on her back like an upturned beetle.

‘Annie!’ I shout, but as I reach down to grab her I’m pushed forward by more impatient campers and knocked to the ground beside her. I’m waiting for a break in the crowd, so that I can get up and find my balance, but there are so many people it feels like we’re trapped down here forever. All I can see are hundreds of pairs of stomping legs, dangerously close to crushing us like insignificant bugs in the festival of life.

Then somewhere from within the sea of fashionable wellies and platform converse, a hand appears, reaching as if from heaven. Perfect fingers reach down and grasp my hand like it’s almost holy, and as I ascend from the dusty ground, pulled by this sacred arm, I reach back and grab Annie’s hand in my other. The two of us are yanked up from whence we were about to be squashed into nothing, saved from being influencer roadkill.

Out of the swamp of people, my eyes connect with his. My hero, my saviour, my absolute fucking hottie.

‘Scott!’ I exclaim. ‘I thought you’d left already?’

We had our emotional goodbye hours ago. He’s supposed to be on tour with the band for two weeks! What’s he doing here now? Is he a sexy mirage? Am I actually influencer roadkill?

He smiles, the dent of his dimple appearing in his right cheek, and I feel my legs turn to jelly.

‘The drummer left his retainer behind; we had to turn back and get it. We were about to leave again when I got your text so I thought I’d just come and find you, seeing as you’re here. Get one last kiss in …’ His arms reach around me, pulling me into him tighter, further into safety and away from the hordes of welly-wearing festivalgoers. I snuggle in, burying my head in his chest.

I look up, giving much less of a shit about the thousand people jostling past us now. Our lips lock and I lace my fingers around his neck, running my hands through the back of his hair. As his hands settle on my butt, Annie starts coughing loudly next to us.

‘Guys, come on!’ she says, as we pull away. ‘I thought we agreed, no tongues in front of me? I haven’t even had a twosome yet, I’m definitely not ready for a threesome.’ Annie’s shouting as we lean back in for a kiss, ignoring her. ‘It’s been nearly a year – aren’t couples supposed to get bored of each other by now?’

‘Nope,’ Scott and I say, pulling away at the same time and smiling at each other, as he puts his hand in my back pocket, cupping my buttcheek. I doubt I’ve got more than five minutes with him before he goes again. Annie’s rules can wait.

‘So, Scott!’ Annie pops up next to his face just as our mouths are about to meet again. ‘What’s it like being a big, touring rock star?’

The two of us sigh and give up on trying to kiss. Annie’s won, this time.

‘Well, I’ve had a total of two days off and now we have to race to Liverpool to be onstage there in about two hours,’ he says.

‘Still, at least you had Kerry’s place all to yourself with her parents on that cruise?’ Annie does a gross little wink that makes me want to push her back over onto the grass.

Actually, Mum and Dad only left yesterday. Mum’s been employed to work on a cruise for the over fifties, giving talks on how to keep things spicy in the bedroom after menopause, so she took Dad with her so he could have a holiday too. Scott spent all day practising and getting ready to go back on tour again, while I was at my internship. We saw each other briefly last night, but were both exhausted, and then I waved goodbye to him before work this morning. The whole summer it’s felt like just as we’ve managed to spend time alone we’ve been interrupted by something or other.

Annie takes another shove to the backpack and almost keels over again, proving that although she is small and mighty, a five-foot-one legend is really no match for a four-foot backpack. We grab her hands and she straightens herself out.

‘Oh my god, this festival is so fucking feral.’ She wipes sweat off her brow with a muddy hand. ‘I love it, you guys.’

‘How long till you have to go?’ I ask Scott.

‘Kind of now,’ Scott says sadly before leaning back in and kissing me again. ‘Jen’s already texted saying that they’re all waiting for me in the van.’

‘Oh,’ I say, trying my hardest to be cool at the mention of Jen’s name.

Obviously I like Jen. She’s one of the coolest people I’ve ever met. When she joined the band a few months ago, the number of gigs they got immediately went up because Jen knows people. Scott also thinks Jen’s really cool. And that’s fine, and totally normal. Understandable.

I’m so jealous of Jen and I think it might make me the worst feminist in the world.

‘I should go,’ he says, leaning down. I savour the kiss as his lips meet mine and his hand reaches up, cupping my face.

‘Wait! What about the VIP area!’ Annie shouts between our kiss.

‘Oh …’ Scott’s voice is muffled by my lips before he pulls away. ‘I can’t get hold of Heather. She’s in festival world. I guess just … good luck?’

‘Ugh! What’s the point of banging someone if they can’t even get us backstage!’ Annie mutters, stamping her feet. Scott’s quite used to her behaviour now, so the two of us just ignore her and he leans in to give me another kiss.

I feel a wrench as he pulls away. ‘I should run!’

He waves at Annie and before my lips have time to catch up to what’s going on, I’m watching his hot arse retreating into the sunset for the third time this summer.

‘COME ON!’ Annie says stridently, grabbing my hand and dragging me towards an area illuminated by the letters VIP, formed from bright Hollywood-style bulbs above a set of flower-decorated arches.

‘Ugh,’ I groan. I’m getting flashbacks from all the parties we’ve been turned away from in our lives. There’s no way we’re getting into the VIP area.

As we approach the gates to the luxury glampsite, we see two huge security guys wearing bright pink ‘Festival of Fame’ T-shirts standing with their arms crossed. I peer over their shoulders and spot some influencers that I recognise just the other side of them, already videoing content with each other. One of the security guards must notice me watching though, as he adjusts his stance to block my view. I’ve never felt so small in my life. I also can’t help but think about how many people with hundreds of thousands of followers might capture this on video if we’re rejected.

‘Annie and Kerry, the Tampon Two!’ Annie announces proudly to the security guards. ‘We’re close, personal friends of Heather.’

‘Oh my god, don’t say it like that.’ I screw my face up.

‘You’re not on the list,’ the security guard says.

‘Try Les Populaires? That’s our secret name for each other.’ Annie winks at the security guard, her confidence never seeming to wane despite the mortification starting to smoke away at my soul.

‘Still no,’ the security guard says.

‘Then I need to talk to Heather,’ Annie says. ‘She’ll be SO embarrassed when she hears about this oversight.’

The security guards look at each other and then back at us, pity all over their faces as if we’re delusional, which in Annie’s case I cannot argue with. I notice with a gulp that some of the influencers are starting to look in our direction.

‘Let’s just go to the regular campsite and put the tent up?’ I plead.

‘NO! We should be in there! With the yurts and the influencers. I’m an influencer, you know! I need to meet Winona Philips and for her to take me seriously. This is the only way to do it,’ Annie begs, turning back to the security guards. ‘You just need to ask Heather!’

I pray silently to myself that neither of the security men ask her how many followers she has.

‘You can ask her yourself,’ the first security guard says, pointing behind us.

We spin round, coming face to face with two of three unpaid interns that Heather has ‘employed’ to buzz around her all summer – helping her plan the festival and basically being her personal assistants. They stride towards us at the VIP entrance, accompanied by a swirl of bubbles.

While at the start of the summer the interns all seemed to have their own identities, now they all look the same: like mini-Heathers. They’re even dressed the same: wearing black shorts, white tank tops with ‘Heather’s Festival of Fame’ emblazoned in pink across them, and pink trainers. They have identical high ponytails and each of them are talking at speed into black headsets and clutching clipboards as they march with purpose.

The interns part in the middle and Heather appears, strutting through her entourage in a pair of gold-sequin hot pants, a white T-shirt with ‘INFLUENCE ME’ written across it, also in gold sequins, and a gold headset and clipboard to mark her apart from her minions. The bubbles swirl around her in fits and starts as she walks, making her look like she’s in some kind of super-perky music video. The reality though, is that behind her, holding a massive pot of bubble mixture and huffing through three bubble sticks at a time, is another of the mini-Heathers. She stumbles and coughs, spraying bubble-less liquid everywhere.

‘For god’s sake, Jessica, get it together,’ one of the other mini-Heathers hisses in her ear. ‘If you can’t hack it, there are others that can take your place.’

‘Sorry,’ whispers the mini-Heather who I assume must be Jessica. ‘I just … keep … going a bit dizzy …’

‘Hi, Heather, thank god you’re here; this man says we’re not on the list to stay in the VIP glampsite, but obviously he must be wrong!’ Annie tries to wave and get Heather’s attention, but Heather doesn’t look around and heads towards two influencers I recognise as Mystic Millie (has a follower count in the millions) and Dougie Trainor (ditto), as if she simply can’t see anyone with less than 100,000 followers.

In some ways it’s comforting being ignored by her; it almost feels like things are back to how they were before the murders.

‘HEATHER!’ Annie shouts, optimistically thinking Heather hasn’t heard her.

Heather continues her determined stride over to the influencers.

‘HEATHER! HEATHER!’ Annie’s waving her arms.

But Heather doesn’t even look in her direction. A small twitch in her right eye is all the indication Annie needs, though, that she’s heard her. Unfortunately, the influencers have heard us and unlike Heather are looking right at us.

‘HEATHER STEVENS, DON’T YOU DARE IGNORE ME AFTER EVERYTHING I’VE DONE FOR YOU. I EVEN GOOGLED WHETHER HAVING SEX UNDERWATER MEANT THAT YOU’D GET STUCK TOGETHER LIKE SEAHORSES WHEN YOU DIDN’T WANT YOUR MUM TO FIND IT ON YOUR SEARCH HISTORY!’

There’s a collective gasp from the mini-Heathers as Heather spins round, lowering her sunglasses pointedly. She glances in our direction before shuffling quickly towards us with Jessica and her bubblies in pursuit.

‘Christ sake, Annie, you said you’d never tell,’ Heather hisses, the bubbles still popping around her angry face.

‘And you said you’d never ignore me in public again,’ Annie says, hands on her hips in confrontation.

‘I literally do not remember saying that,’ Heather whispers.

‘Well, I do!’ Annie announces loudly to everyone.

Heather looks around her, smiling through gritted teeth at Mystic Millie and Dougie, who have now stopped filming and are watching with amused interest.

‘What do you want?’ she asks out of the corner of her stretched mouth.

‘Let us stay in the VIP glampsite.’ Annie narrows her eyes and Heather copies her. The two of them stand for a moment, as if about to duel.

Annie goes to open her mouth again and Heather’s eyes widen as she steps towards her. ‘Ugh – look, fine, yurt number ten has unexpectedly become free at the last minute,’ Heather sighs.

I can feel excitement radiating off Annie, but I can’t help wondering, what exactly happened that made yurt number ten suddenly free?

‘Is there a reason why –’ I start to ask nervously, but I’m cut off by Heather snapping over me.

‘But, oh my god, just don’t, like, do anything embarrassing, capiche?’

‘Capiche,’ Annie says, beaming at her.

‘They’re in,’ Heather says to the security guards. Annie flashes them a grin but I can’t help feeling incredibly sheepish as we pass.

‘I’m sorry,’ I mutter, my head down. I’m not entirely sure what I’m apologising for, I just feel for some reason like it’s appropriate.








CHAPTER THREE

‘We’re going to be staying in the same place as Winona Philips!’ Annie squeals, skipping ahead of me as we pass under a tunnel made of flower arches, that links the VIP area with the rest of the camp. ‘I wonder if her yurt’ll be near ours! I can see it now – us having important feminist discussions around the campfire with her.’

I side-eye her as I continue lugging the cumbersome tent that Annie clearly had no intention of ever using. But she doesn’t notice because she’s mid-daydreaming out loud.

‘… She can be my mentor, and when I get into university she’ll come and do talks and we’ll be old friends. She’ll call me to join her onstage in front of all my peers, they’ll worship me by association …’ Annie’s eyes are sparkling as she spirals dangerously into a fantasy world.

I feel a wave of anxious nausea hit me and I think I might be sick.

‘Here’s a thought!’ Annie snaps out of her daydream. ‘Now we’re here among the influencers, you can interview them!’ She stops and spins round to me, clutching my arm. ‘YOU COULD INTERVIEW WINONA PHILIPS!’

I smile and nod, trying not to let on that I’m way ahead of her and that, in fact, since this thought first occurred to me ten minutes ago, I have created an imaginary scene in my head with Winona and me. We’re sat on a sofa, me interviewing her with confidence and poise, asking intelligent and insightful questions, and her complimenting me on their intelligence and insightfulness.

‘Oh my god, look at it!’ Annie exclaims, as we pop out of the tunnel and into the lush green VIP area.

It’s so much quieter, less chaotic and even more beautiful than the main festival ground. A circle of large pink yurts, probably each the size of a small house, are gathered around a central firepit. Logs – to sit on – circle the pit while long strings of bulb-style fairy lights hang around the camp. And I can’t help but notice that as soon as we got in here, away from all the crowds, I felt much more chill about everything.

‘Oh, and there’s yet another reason to thank me for getting us in here!’ Annie beams with pride. ‘We get access to the VIP spa block rather than those gross portaloos like everyone else!’

I smile as she stares back down at her phone, once again immersed in scrolling ReelLife, while I’m left to do the practical stuff, like looking around for our yurt. I clutch Herbie to me, trying to see if there’s some kind of map.

‘HEY, GUYS!’ A bubbly female voice comes from the yurt next to us as its flaps are thrown open and an influencer that even I recognise immediately emerges, talking into her screen. Annie’s so caught up in her ReelLife feed and thoughts of Winona and world domination that she’s not even seen her.

‘Honestly, Winona’s definitely going to connect with me far more than all these other vapid influencers,’ she says. ‘I mean, look at this one! She’s just obsessed with mascara and shopping!’

I look down at Annie’s screen and realise she’s talking about the very same influencer I can see just a few metres away from us now.

‘Welcome to the Festival of Fame! I’m so excited to be here!’ the stunningly beautiful influencer says into her phone. She has perfectly beach-waved auburn hair decorated by a crown of daisies.

Both she and Annie are walking backwards, so locked on to their phone screens they’re not looking around them, and now they’re getting perilously close to one another.

‘Annie …’ I warn, hoping I can get her to at least not crash into the person she’s bagging out. ‘Annie.’

‘God, she’s so shallow! Hey, GUYS, I’m so excited that I’m going to get loads of money from this post about a glorified cotton bud.’ Annie mimics the influencer’s voice. ‘So basic.’

‘Annie!’ I warn, but it’s too late. She goes crashing into the auburn influencer, sending both their phones flying into the air.

The two of them tumble to the ground, their phones landing beside them seconds later. Annie looks furious while the influencer still looks perfect, her skin glowing, cute freckles glinting in the sunlight. But that would make sense considering how many free beauty products she receives on the regular, because she’s Celeste – just the one name, like Madonna or Kylie – the biggest beauty and wellness influencer in the UK right now. But Annie clearly hasn’t figured that out yet since becoming an influencer five minutes ago.

Annie looks up scowling, ready to have a go, but then she looks from Celeste to the ground, where her phone is still playing one of Celeste’s videos, and then back to Celeste again, realising that this is the very person she was just mocking. Her mouth hangs open as she slowly reaches out a hand to grab her phone.

‘Oh crap, sorry!’ Celeste’s the first one to speak while Annie’s jaw simply hangs open.

‘Mmmmph,’ seems to be the only sound Annie’s able to make as the two of them scramble up.

‘I should have been looking where I was going,’ Celeste continues.

She stands, brushing dirt from her neon cycling shorts and T-shirt with the slogan ‘Bitches Get Riches’ – her organisation that supports young women in business, born off the back of her make-up brand Bitches Get Contours. There’s a pair of oversized, daisy-shaped sunglasses dominating her face, to match her flower crown.

‘Mmmmmurgh,’ Annie mumbles again, staring at the darkened screen of her phone like a cat that’s been caught in the litter tray. She pushes her hair behind her ears awkwardly and then, clearly changing her mind, pulls it back out again, her lips pursing into an awkward pout. I’ve never seen her so flustered.

Ahead of us, Heather and the mini-Heathers have seen what’s going on and diverted from their glory lap around the glampsite to make a swift beeline for Celeste, clearly convinced she needs rescuing.

‘Are you OK?’ Celeste asks Annie kindly.

‘Yes, thank you, you?’ Annie says, so politely and disjointed that she doesn’t really sound like Annie at all.

Heather’s face looks thunderous as her and the mini-Heathers approach. I notice that each of the mini-Heathers have numbers on the backs of their shirts. They’re no longer individuals with their own names and identities, they’re simply one, two and Jessica at the back is number three. Like a dystopian women’s football team. They all trot behind Heather obediently, poor Jessica literally drowning in the sea of her own hard-blown bubbles.

‘I’m Celeste,’ Celeste beams, and Annie’s cheeks continue to turn red.

I’m guessing Celeste didn’t hear Annie’s little impression, at least I really hope she didn’t.

‘Annie.’ She eventually puts her hand out and does an awkward little shake. They stand shaking hands looking like they’re not sure who started it or why they’re still doing it.

‘Kerry,’ I say, opting for an equally awkward wave and immediately wishing I hadn’t.

‘Celeste! Are you all right?’ Heather squawks before narrowing her eyes in Annie’s direction. ‘What was she doing to you?’

But Celeste doesn’t appear to notice Heather and her entourage, because she’s already resumed filming again. She’s leaning into the camera talking about some kind of bubble tea, which I know is her favourite cold beverage. I also know she doesn’t actually like hot beverages. I stop myself. Why and how do I know so much about this person? I thought I didn’t know much about influencers at all. Is it kind of creepy to have this level of knowledge about a person I’ve only just vaguely met?

‘I’m so excited to meet some of the fans over the next few days and talk all things beauty with you guys! And I cannot wait to share some exciting Bitches Get Contours’ exclusives with you all … PEACE, BITCHES! Love ya!’ She does a peace sign to the camera and blows a kiss before she stops filming.

I can practically feel the eye-roll that Annie does at the word ‘bitches’. I hope Celeste doesn’t see.

‘I’m Heather! CEO of the festival,’ Heather launches in again as soon as Celeste’s finished filming.

‘CEO?’ Annie and I mouth to each other.

‘It’s so lovely to meet you,’ Heather gushes.

‘Oh, great, yeah. I noticed my yurt doesn’t actually have the silk pillowcases I requested? The ones in there are linen. It’s really bad for my skin not to have the silk ones,’ Celeste says while
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