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Izzy carefully mounted the tiny 360 camera she’d borrowed from school to her bright yellow helmet, feeling like a cross between David Attenborough and a piece of LEGO. She checked the footage was pulling through to her phone. Hmm, was seventy per cent nose the shot she really wanted?

‘Do you reckon David Attenborough’s on TikTok?’ Izzy absent-mindedly wondered out loud to her best friend Billie. ‘He could get served this video? Extreme-sports days could be his thing?!’ Izzy adjusted the angle of the lens to be slightly less nose.

‘Imagine his For You page …’ Billie wriggled into her life jacket and shifted the end of her kayak to face the river. ‘Who knows, maybe he really, really loves unboxing vids?’

‘Or when builders do dance routines,’ Izzy said, thinking of her mum, who was a very serious cardiologist yet spent a worrying amount of time watching content from a New Zealand construction site. ‘You can’t judge a book by its cover.’

‘Exactly.’ Billie stood up and pulled her long braids into a bun as she looked out at their classmates sliding their kayaks into the river. ‘Like how Parkergeist looks like a normal functioning boy …’ Billie had been trying to make her new nickname for Harry Parker catch on ever since he had ghosted Izzy. Weeks later, it still hadn’t worked, but Izzy respected the commitment. Billie glared at Harry, splashing about with Tori, laughing way too loudly at his own jokes. ‘But actually he’s a soul-sucking monster vacuum-packed in skin.’

Her best mate really had a way with words.

Izzy flicked her long plait over her shoulder and clipped her helmet on. ‘Well, the good news is he’s a soul-sucking monster who’s about to lose a kayak race spectacularly to … moi.’ She bowed dramatically and ran through her master plan again. It was simple. It was doable. It guaranteed her best summer yet.


	Finish St Hilda’s annual extreme-sports day with a blazing-fast kayak paddle to victory.

	Win the Splash and Smash trophy for her team Otter Chaos.

	Speed-edit an incredible video of it all.

	Send the video off to the Cove to bag her summer placement there.



Oh, and the best bit.


	Feel smug at being an overachieving human.



Billie prodded Izzy with a paddle. ‘You making one of your detailed imaginary to-do lists again?’

‘Six. Work on my imaginary-to-do-list face.’ Izzy grinned and started tugging her kayak down to the riverbank. ‘Shall we? Time to win a race!’ Sure, she’d never kayaked in her life before the safety session an hour ago that she hadn’t paid any attention to, but she was positive she’d get the hang of it.

And the footage was going to look amazing.

She’d already submitted two of her very best videos to try to make sure she got picked for the summer placement at the Cove. Getting paid to make social videos for her local music venue? Yes please! But for the final one they wanted ‘Nature and Movement’ – so that’s exactly what she was going to give them. She’d already shot loads of great stuff this morning – orienteering through the forest and jumping off the rope course. It was risky leaving it so late, considering their deadline was 7 p.m. today, but Izzy had such a clear vision for how she could edit the fast and furious bits together, so as long as she kept calm and stuck to the plan, she knew this video was her ticket to getting picked.

And she really needed to get picked.

Mum had made it painfully clear that she would only let Izzy go camping with Billie for Bil’s sixteenth birthday if Izzy committed to a work placement first, to show she was ‘prioritising her future’, being the ‘adult she knew she could be’. Yawn. Her mum was an adult, and she was the one watching men dancing in hard hats and high-vis.

But really it was a triple win. Working at the Cove meant keeping her mum happy while doing something she loved, plus avoiding spending a single second at the Carrington Cup.

‘Oi.’ Billie prodded Izzy’s leg with her paddle. ‘You’ve got your Carrington Cup face on.’

Izzy gulped. Was her face always that obvious?!

‘And yes –’ Billie grinned as she picked her way down to the river’s edge – ‘you are that obvious.’

‘And that’s why we will never have any secrets.’ Billie had done her best to persuade Izzy to try out with her for the ball crew for the Carrington Cup. The tennis tournament was a huge deal, not just where they lived but for the entire international tennis circuit. Hanging out with Billie was a big tick. Training sounded like fun. Plus Izzy already knew the rules of tennis inside out, and from her YouTube research being a ball girl seemed to mainly involve getting free kit, standing with your hands behind your back and rolling a few balls. She’d get to see lots of famous tennis stars! Oh, and the thing that almost swung it. Unlimited soft-serve ice cream and a breakfast buffet! Every day! But, and this was a but so big even a fire hose of ice cream couldn’t overcome it, it would mean spending time around Jack smugface Hamilton. Tennis superstar. And Izzy’s ex-best friend.

And that had to be avoided at all costs.

‘I’m sorry, Bil. I promise after I get this placement, I will never think, speak or even hate-scroll about Jack Hamilton ever again.’ Izzy patted her helmet-camera. ‘EVER.’

Billie snapped her fingers. ‘Nice one, Iz. This summer is going to be EPIC. Starting now. Think of the blockbuster video you can make at Costa Del Clifftops with everything you’ll learn at the Cove.’

Izzy nudged her. ‘Forty-two days …’

Billie’s big brown eyes sparkled even more than normal. For months she’d been sacrificing every cinema trip, every bubble tea, even getting any new clothes, to show her parents she could save up and be trusted to go on holiday on her own. This trip was a big deal for them to say yes to, but they finally had! Izzy and Billie on holiday on their own? In Devon? They could. Not. Wait.

‘Manifesting the boat trip. The beach sunsets …’ But Billie trailed off. ‘Oh no. No, no! Don’t look,’ she hissed, her face frozen in panic as she stared over Izzy’s shoulder.

Which made Izzy turn round faster than the speed of light. But Izzy already knew who was going to be there. Meg.

The only girl in their year who could beat Billie at maths. Or football. Or to be year group rep. Billie was super-competitive, but every time Meg did better than her, it just made her even more obsessed. And not in a respectfully inspired way. In an I’d-like-to-lick-her-face unhinged way.

Still, at least one of them hadn’t declared their heart closed for business. After everything that had happened with Harry, Izzy had decided her love life could wait until she was eighteen. Or thirty. Or maybe never, to save on admin. So instead, she was going to do whatever she could to help Billie.

‘Maybe today could be the day you have an actual conversation with her?’ Izzy whispered.

But Billie shook her head frantically, as if Izzy had suggested shoving the kayak up her nose. ‘Too soon.’

‘Completely. It’s only been two and a half years.’ Izzy raised an eyebrow as Meg arrived.

‘Good luck, guys.’ She smiled at Billie and held out a blue Otter Chaos sash.

But Billie just blinked.

And blinked again.

Izzy grabbed the sashes, trying to salvage some of what little dignity her blinking, silent best friend still had.

‘Thanks, team captain. We are ON IT!’

Meg smiled. ‘Otter Chaos for the win, am I right?!’

Izzy cheered, while Billie said ‘correct’ as if she’d been asked to confirm her date of birth.

Izzy waited until Meg was out of earshot. ‘Well, that was smooth.’

‘Oi!’ Billie kicked Izzy’s trainer.

‘Imagine if we did win, though.’ Izzy stared into the sky, dreaming. Izzy never won anything. ‘Mum could pin the medal,’ she said, breezing over the fact it was chocolate, ‘on the kitchen noticeboard. Sure she can find some space between Robyn’s taekwondo certificates. And Duke of Edinburgh awards …’ She thought for another second. ‘And maths prizes.’ She laughed. ‘Never going to happen, is it?!’

Mum had a sign in their hall that said be you – everyone else is taken, but if there had been one that said just be your big sister, please Izzy reckoned she would have picked that instead.

‘Course it will,’ Billie said, backing Izzy like she always did. ‘And it’s not like you don’t already have a billion pictures from all the tennis tournaments you won.’ Izzy shrugged. That was a long time ago, before she’d even met Billie. ‘And soon you’ll be showing off what you can do at the Cove. Harder to pin a video on a noticeboard, but still.’

Izzy smiled but secretly doubted if even that would make her mum watch her videos. But Ms Tran, their head of year, was counting down the start of the race. She didn’t care that half her students were struggling to stay afloat – if anything she looked delighted she might have a few less to look after. Izzy wriggled into her kayak and slid into the water. Whenever she’d been playing tennis on the courts next to the river, people had made this look easy. But it was not – ooops, she almost lost her paddle – easy at all.

She needed to be near the front, so she threw everything she had into making a frantic splash to the starting line, slid her fingers up to check the camera, clicked record, and … they were off!

Despite spending most of the practice session thinking about what crisps to have at lunch, she actually manoeuvred into the lead. Turned out wanting to beat her ex and get great footage were way more useful than actual technique.

Izzy powered round the final bend, throwing her head back to make sure the camera was getting the best view of the river, of her paddles slicing into the water, the breeze in the trees, Ms Tran flirting with the instructor. Ew, okay, okay, not that.

But as the finishing line finally came into sight, she heard splashing behind her. And it was getting louder. She snuck a look back.

‘Don’t mind me …’ Eurgh. Harry! ‘Just, whatever you do … don’t fall in!’

He clipped the back of her kayak with his. Was that on purpose?!

She turned back round as quick as she could. But thanks to Harry her boat was now rocking and her spinning round unbalanced it even more, and … Oh no, this couldn’t be happening …

SPLOOOSH!

Izzy capsized head-first into the freezing water. The last thing she saw was Harry laughing his face off.

Absolutely fuming, and shivering from head to toe, she dragged herself to shore, the rest of her year splashing past her. C’mon, Iz, look on the bright side – at least you filmed enough to make a good video. Maybe she could lean into a comedy ending?

She dragged herself on to dry land and whipped her helmet off to get the SD card back to safety.

But no … this couldn’t be happening!

The camera had fallen off!

Without stopping to think, Izzy jumped back in and swam at full speed over to where she had fallen in, narrowly dodging kayaks. But if there was one thing worse than looking for a needle in a haystack, it was trying to find a tiny camera in a fast-moving river. There was no sign of it anywhere. Hadn’t Harry made her suffer enough when they were dating?! This was a grade-A DISASTER!

And after half an hour of diving, fishing about in slimy water and having a silent cry, she had to admit defeat. The camera had gone.

‘We’ll figure it out,’ Billie said softly as they stood around waiting for Splash and Smash prize-giving, ignoring their classmates indiscreetly leaving the biggest space around Izzy – no one wanting their normal-person dry clothes to get dripped on. ‘And would now be a good time to tell you there’s still some algae behind your ear?’

‘Now would be the best time.’ Izzy pulled it off. EURGH. That stuff got everywhere. It was like a Lush bath bomb, but for rivers. She flung the green gloop on to the ground. Stupid algae. Stupid calming nature.

‘It might turn up.’ Billie tried to hug Izzy, but it just made even more water ooze out of Izzy’s sports bra and trickle into the large puddle growing at her feet. ‘Get washed up at just the right spot?’

Despite feeling completely gutted about waving her chance of the Cove placement goodbye, Izzy tried to smile for Billie’s sake. But Billie didn’t know her mum like she did. She didn’t know what not getting this video in really meant. No camera meant no video. Which yes, meant no placement. But it also meant no camping trip! And Izzy didn’t want Billie worrying about that, until she’d figured out how to fix it. Ruining Billie’s birthday was simply not happening.

BRRRRINNNNNNGGGGG.

Ms Tran strode on to the small wooden raised stage, ringing the bell like there was a national emergency. ‘TIME TO ANNOUNCE THE MUCH-COVETED SPLASH AND SMASH ANNUAL WINNER! But, first up, a very special announcement. You will be DELIGHTED to hear this year it’s not me presenting the prize.’ Ms Tran ignored some sarcastic boos. ‘Honestly, out of all the years I’ve brought students down here, today is the closest I’ve ever come to resigning in my entire thirty-five years of teaching.’ Which much to her annoyance got a massive cheer. Which she also ignored. ‘Anyway, we’ve got a very special guest. A celebrity guest …’ Okay, this got everyone’s attention. ‘Someone you’re going to be very excited to see.’

‘Matty Healy,’ Meg whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

Ms Tran wrinkled her nose. ‘I have no idea who Matthew is, Megan, nor do I wish to.’ She cleared her throat. ‘No, our esteemed prize-giver is a former regular here at Splash and Smash. He just happened to be visiting today and with a little sweet-talking from me, agreed to take time out of his busy schedule to congratulate the best of St Hilda’s Year Ten.’

Izzy felt her spirits lift the tiniest bit. Harry Styles was born nearby. Was he a secret fan of rope trails?! What if it was Tom Holland?! Maybe he and Zendaya loved a slightly run-down outdoor activity centre in the Midlands?! She could picture it now. Billie and her accepting the trophy on behalf of Otter Chaos, shaking hands, becoming lifelong friends, as they bonded over river-based anecdotes. ‘So put your hands together for …’ The students drummed on their legs, excited to see who it was. ‘… The one and only tennis supremo … JACK HAMILTON!’

Oh. Izzy and Billie looked at each other in horror as everyone around them whooped and cheered.

‘Are you kidding me?!’ Billie mouthed.

But Izzy was too busy glaring in Jack’s direction to answer.

Jack isn’t a celebrity! He’s just a lucky kid from my village who ditched all his friends the second some better options came along.

So why was he walking across the stage waving to the crowd like he was Kate Middleton?!

Why was everyone cheering?

Why was he taking off his baseball cap and tossing his stupid brown curly hair around like he was a pop star?

Izzy folded her arms and looked away, suddenly queasy.

She hadn’t seen him in person for years, and now all the rage she’d had bottled up bubbled up so furiously she could probably dry her soggy clothes from the inside out.

She tutted at everyone clapping and taking photos. Can’t you see Jack Hamilton’s ego is more deadly than his serve?!

She risked a quick glance at him but timed it badly and caught his eye.

Izzy’s face fell.

So did his.

The two of them glared across the crowd.

And she didn’t stop glaring as Otter Chaos came a disappointing fourth.

And she didn’t stop glaring as he swooped in and caught one of the winners who nearly fainted when she shook his hand.

And she didn’t even stop glaring as Ms Tran handed Jack Hamilton a battered old wooden spoon and he announced that the: ‘Award for Wooden Spoon Comedy Moment goes to Isobel Williams.’

So instead of getting a gold medal to show her mum, Izzy walked away with a photo of her refusing to shake Jack Hamilton’s hand as she picked up the award for biggest loser, looking like a miserable drowned rat, in a puddle of her own water.

She swore he’d even laughed as he handed it over. But she’d refused to make eye contact. Pretended she didn’t hear him call after her, probably to rub it in further.

A few years ago they spent almost every spare minute together, but today had confirmed two things.

Kayaking backwards is not a good idea.

And she never wanted to spend another single second in Jack Hamilton’s company.
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Ah, the blissful first morning of the summer holidays. Sun already shining. Zero pressure to get out of bed. Weeks of relaxing ahead.

SWUUUSH.

A tennis ball whistled past Izzy’s ear, slamming into the concrete wall behind her. She snapped back to reality.

It was 9 a.m. She was in the only pair of clean leggings she’d been able to find. She’d run out of time for breakfast. And she would quite like to be anywhere else in the world other than this fluorescently lit tennis centre.

‘One hundred and forty miles per hour. That’s how fast these balls will be flying at you.’ An old man with grey hair, a neatly ironed stripy navy shirt tucked into some greeny-grey corduroy trousers, and a Carrington Cup baseball cap, peered sternly along the lines of 400 teenagers standing nervously in front of him. Considering it was a ‘welcome greeting’, he hadn’t smiled once.

‘From my many years here I can assure you, if you’re not TOP of your game, you could lose a tooth …’ He stared right at Izzy. Like into her soul. ‘An EYE …’ Izzy tried not to look alarmed. ‘Or BOTH!’ Okay, she was officially alarmed. But not as much as the boy next to her, who groaned like he was in pain.

Mr C, as he’d introduced himself, pushed his glasses up his nose, finally breaking eye contact with her. ‘So if you don’t think you can hack the physical effort, the attention to detail …’ Izzy hoped no one had noticed that in her rush she’d pulled on odd socks. ‘If you don’t have the discipline, the mentality of a silent assassin, the posture of a statue, a world-leading understanding of the beautiful game, the temperament of a saint, the speed and strength of a warrior, and commitment of a, er –’ Mr C paused – ‘saint again. Then –’ he gestured to the open door at the back of the hall – ‘I invite you to leave right now.’

Groan-boy sprinted for the door, not taking a single second to glance back. The squeak of his shoes on the hard court echoed around the room, but no one else dared breathe, let alone look – not even when he accidentally ran into the doorframe and ricocheted back.

Eurgh. If only Izzy could sprint right after him.

Two weeks of practices followed by two weeks of being ball crew at the Carrington Cup was a sub-ideal way to start the summer. But ruining Billie’s birthday was worse. So when she’d drowned her camera and missed the Cove deadline, this placement was her only option for making sure her mum still let her go on Billie’s camping trip. But at least karma was on her side. Because Jack Hamilton had injured himself in the Southern Slam and wasn’t going to be playing. Izzy had had to do her best sad face ever when his mum, Mrs H, her mum’s best friend, had broken the news about his damaged rotator cuff. She’d saved running around cheering for when she was back in her own room, before Robyn had messaged:

Robyn: We can all hear you. We’re only downstairs.

But it was a relief. No Jack meant she could focus on doing a good job. Her mum had made it clear that she expected her to really commit to the ball crew training, make it all the way through the selection process to the tournament, and get picked for one of the adult finals at the end of it. Be in the top twelve of the hundreds of people here.

Well, guess what, Mother? Izzy pulled her shoulders back and stood tall like Billie. This time I’m going to shock you all and not be your disappointing daughter!

But Mr C was still droning on. ‘See how the weak fall first?’ He stared at the swinging door at the end of the hall. ‘Pitiful. And, ladies, a polite warning: don’t be expecting us to take it any easier on you.’ Izzy spluttered inwardly – outwardly she was trying to be a silent assassin – as Billie spluttered outwardly. ‘I wish you all the best of luck to make it on court in the tournament in two weeks’ time. Competition will be FIERCE.’ He swiped his hand like a tiger paw and said ‘raah’. He was a very disturbing man. ‘And may the spirit of the Carrington Cup, and the generations of fine Carrington leaders before me –’ he looked up admiringly at the long wall, where a bunch of portraits of other white men with grey hair were hanging – ‘be with you always.’

The huge crowd cheered and clapped. Suck-ups. That was a terrible welcome! He had made a small child flee for his life and bounce off a door!

‘Back in a sec,’ Billie said, nodding towards the water cooler as the crowd began to break up into friend clumps. ‘All that standing while being such a physically weaker girl must have made me thirsty … Want me to top you up?’

Izzy laughed and handed her water bottle over, pulling out her phone to check how her latest video was doing. Almost 2,000 views already! It might not be the epic kayak-race footage she’d wanted, but she was glad other people found footage of Sprout, her scruffy German shepherd, as funny as she did. She’d done a silly voiceover of him pondering why humans made pizza boxes square. Her phone vibrated and a message from her mum popped up.

Mum: Go get ’em, tiger! Sooo glad to see you stepping up. Remember – with dedication, dreams can become moments [image: No Image Description.]

It was one of her mum’s favourite phrases. She used it about everything – Izzy’s guitar practice, work, Duolingo, her four-year project to try and do the splits. Izzy hoped her personal dream of setting off on Billie’s birthday trip would soon be a very big moment indeed.

Mum: I’ve booked the final off work.

Izzy sighed. As if the immense pressure she already felt wasn’t enough! Eurgh.

She scanned the training centre. Severn Meadows, the tournament venue, was a few miles away, but even here everything was new and shiny and posh. Izzy put her hand to her eyes and squinted up. Were those giant tennis balls hanging above the courts all covered in signatures from players over the years? She flicked open her phone camera. Perfect B-roll for the behind-the-scenes video she wanted to make! She might have missed out on the Cove placement, but she was determined to keep working on her editing skills. She leaned back to get the best angle.

‘YOU!’ a loudspeaker wailed through the hall.

Izzy stopped filming and looked around sympathetically. What poor person had caused an emergency already?

‘Girl with odd socks.’

Ah, her.

‘No filming! Rule number twenty-seven of the Carrington Code of Conduct.’

Izzy’s whole face flushed red.

‘My sincerest apologies!’ she said to the air, followed by, ‘I fear I have made a misstep!’ Alarmed by messing things up so soon, and the fact she apparently turned into a Victorian lady when stressed, she shoved her phone away and tried to look as unbothered as someone who is completely bothered could. She hurried to the safety of the snack table, desperate to disappear back into the crowd. This stupid place was a complete nightmare!

The massive wooden table had been freshly laid with hot pastries, freshly squeezed orange juice and protein balls iced to look like tennis balls.

Okay, maybe this place was going to be all right after all.

And, even better, a friendly face was pushing their way through the crowd towards her. Meg!

‘I didn’t know you were going to be here! Man, the relief – I can’t believe how seriously everyone is taking it.’

Izzy laughed, relieved that she wasn’t the only one. ‘Nor can my socks. Billie didn’t say you’d applied.’ Mouth! Stop! Meg didn’t know that Billie normally was across all Meg’s plans. ‘As in, she didn’t mention that anyone had. That we knew. Which includes you.’

Meg looked confused. ‘Well, I’m buzzed to be here. Although could do with less of that creepy corduroy dude. Love that Billie didn’t clap him either.’ Meg did a small air-punch with her fist.

‘Too right!’ Izzy agreed. ‘He was kind of … off.’

But wait. Meg had been looking at Billie?! This was huge news!!

Meg had to rush off for her uniform fitting, so they agreed to look out for each other later and Izzy glanced around for Billie. Was that her bun peeping round one of the tall umpire’s chairs? She sheepishly sidled over.

‘Do you think hiding behind a chair is what that guy meant when he said “keep the Carrington spirit alive”?’

‘I wasn’t hiding,’ Billie said. ‘I was just coincidentally perfectly aligning myself with the chair. Until Meg cleared the scene.’ She gulped. ‘Can you believe she’s here?!’

‘It’s like Shakespeare – two star-crossed lovers, from the same set in chemistry and fourth-placed Otter Chaos, finally united at two opposite sides of the tennis court.’ Izzy laughed. ‘Okay, that was deranged. But I do think it’s fate.’ She thought back to her mum’s message, as they grabbed more snacks. ‘And look – if my challenge is trying to get a spot in one of the adult finals, how about yours is finally speaking to Meg? Like full actual sentences.’

Billie’s nostrils flared. ‘But she doesn’t like me like that.’

‘Excuuuuse me. She noticed your non-clapping at Mr C.’

‘That is not evidence.’ Billie took a bite out of a giant strawberry, but Izzy thought she looked pleased. ‘You know I only work on facts!’ Not waiting for Izzy to mount any defence, Billie scurried off to secure a spot to sit down at the edge of one of the courts.

The hall was emptying out as people headed to look at the ‘Carrington Cup Through the Ages’ exhibition. Some were even pretending to flick through the Code of Conduct books the staff had handed out. Show-offs.

Izzy watched them, checking out everyone low-key checking each other out. Harry had done her a favour. Thanks to him she had zero interest in anyone here, or anywhere. All they were to her was competition to get to the finals.

‘So what do you think our chances are of being so incredibly excellent we’re picked?’ Billie asked between mouthfuls of cinnamon bun, watching a group of people in Carrington kit showing off their super-precise catching and rolling skills in the middle of the court. They must have been the ones they invited back from last year’s ball crew.

‘Well …’ Izzy took a bite of Pop-Tart. ‘I wouldn’t say I score that high on speed, throwing, catching, posture …’ She trailed off, realising that was most of the skills. ‘But there’s no way I’m not doing whatever it takes to smash getting to the finals. My Mum’s new obsession.’ She picked up the Code of Conduct and waved it. That could be her evening prep.

‘Was that meant to be a tennis joke?’ Billie asked. ‘Cos honestly, we’re going to ace this.’ She paused for a reaction, but Izzy just groaned.

‘Painful, Bil! Although –’ Izzy sipped her juice innocently – ‘maybe you think that’s a backhanded compliment.’ Billie threw a strawberry at her. ‘Okay, enough! But seriously, surely everyone here makes it at least to the start of the tournament?’ She reckoned all this talk of ‘cuts’ and ‘intense competition’ was just to keep them on their toes. ‘And then they’ll get rid of us as the rounds go on and there are fewer matches?’

‘You mean how Ms Tran pretends we have an exam just so we do our homework?’

But before Izzy could agree, one of the girls in Carrington gear stepped between her and Billie.

‘Hey, guys. Thought I’d come say “hi”.’ The gorgeous girl flicked her long red hair. ‘I saw you looking over hoping to meet me.’

‘We were?’ The words popped out of Izzy’s mouth before she could stop them. Guess ‘poker face’ was another skill that needed work.

‘I know it can be a bit intimidating, what with me being a bit of celebrity around here.’ She gently placed her hand on Izzy’s upper arm. Wow, her nails were alternating tiny green tennis courts and bright neon balls. ‘But I want all newbies to know I’m still a human too.’ She stuck her hand out. ‘I’m Stephanie. Head ball girl.’

Izzy nodded, trying not to laugh. Billie did less well, choking on a pastry flake, before wrestling back some composure.

‘Right, well, Stephanie, we’re Billie and Izzy. Novice ball girls, I guess.’

‘Cute.’ Stephanie tilted her head and pouted her glossy lips. ‘I’ve been head crew for a few years now.’ She glanced over at the group in the middle, waved using only her fingers, barked, ‘Ready position demonstration!’ and turned back to smile sweetly at them. ‘So if you need anything, just ask, especially tips on how to rock the uniform and –’ she peered down at Billie – ‘not make any fashion missteps. Don’t want Jack Hamilton getting distracted for all the wrong reasons.’

Billie brushed the crumbs off her shorts, not reacting to the shade. ‘Worry not, Jack’s not even playing. But thanks for the offer. Appreciated.’

Stephanie’s eyebrows lowered. ‘You sure? Cos … and I don’t want to name-drop …’ She then said ‘clang’ and waited for a reaction that never came. ‘The two of us are kind of tight … and I was thinking this could be the summer where – who knows? – we become more than friends.’

‘Lucky escape, then,’ Izzy spluttered. Clearly Stephanie wasn’t that tight with Jack if she didn’t know about his injury or what a complete nightmare he was.

Stephanie stood up. ‘Queens, can we agree jealousy isn’t a cute look on anyone?’ Izzy’s mouth dropped open. ‘And besides –’ she looked around – ‘if you’re looking for a relationship, there’s loads of non-famous talent here for you.’

Izzy didn’t know what to be annoyed about first.

That Stephanie assumed she wouldn’t be able to get with someone famous. Or the fact that … Izzy’s mouth tightened as she hit the jackpot answer. YES IT WAS THE FACT THAT STEPHANIE ASSUMED SHE’D BE INTERESTED IN JACK EGOMANIAC HAMILTON.

But Stephanie was already on the move. ‘Ciao for now!’

Billie rubbed her neck as Stephanie sashayed away. ‘I think I’ve got conversation whiplash.’

‘And I’ve got an allergic reaction to being locked up in the cult of Jack Hamilton!’ Izzy said, flopping back flat on the floor.

But the whistle blew for the start of training so they regrouped for more of Mr C’s motivational talk. It was another cheery start with him saying sternly they were about to ‘sort the wheat from the chaff’. Then three minutes later they were sitting cross-legged on the floor in total silence, being grilled in a written exam on the rules and regulations of tennis. But for once Izzy wasn’t stressed. She knew this stuff inside out. Although when it asked for ‘three examples of unsportsmanlike conduct on court’, was ‘clobbering Jack Hamilton with a tennis racquet’ an acceptable answer?

But when she turned the page, she realised with a shudder that Part Two was a whole different ball game.

And it was so bad she couldn’t even laugh at her own joke.

Twenty questions on the history of the Carrington Cup!? And twenty more on ‘extreme-weather protocols’!? Why had she spent the break admiring miniature burgers, not looking at that stupid history display?!

And it only got worse. Next up was a forty-minute ‘drop and duck’ session. The mixture of fast-paced lunges, squats and leaping felt way more like elite-level K-pop dance training than tennis. Which went straight into having to stand completely stationary, one arm straight in the air, as the Carrington staff walked up and down scrutinising everyone for any sign of movement. Then the last exercise of the day was taking turns squatting in ‘ready position’ before springing up to catch balls and roll them into a bucket. Izzy only got a disappointing twenty-three on target, lower than everyone around her.

She was going to have to work SO hard these next two weeks to impress – everyone around her was nailing it.

‘Thank you for your participation on this first day.’ Mr C was back. ‘Hope you enjoyed us easing you in with some gentle exercises.’ Uh-oh, if this was gentle, someone had better tell Izzy’s watch, which had already buzzed with an ‘overactive’ warning. ‘We expect you to have a productive rest day tomorrow. And keep an eye on the Carrington Cup portal. Because that’s where we’ll be in touch by six p.m. tomorrow to let you know if you’re one of the lucky two hundred who have made it to the next stage.’ Izzy gasped so loudly that the row of crew in front of her turned round. Two hundred of them were going to be cut in the next twenty-four hours?! There really was a cull! Mr C smiled as if he hadn’t just crushed the dreams of half the people here. Or maybe like he had and loved every second. ‘Rest well!’

But how was Izzy meant to relax when she might have messed up her chances, and the whole summer, before it had even started?!
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‘Can’t tear yourself away from your phone today, can you?’

Izzy’s mum peered round the living-room door, raising an eyebrow disapprovingly at Izzy lying face down on the sofa, head dangling over the edge as she repeatedly refreshed the browser on her phone that was flat on the floor. Her mum should be a supersleuth not a cardiologist.

‘Just watching old tennis matches. Getting my court flow going.’ Izzy said it like it was an impressive insider term, not something she’d made up on the spot. It was important her mum thought she was a changed person who was committing to her future.

‘The only flow you’ve got going on is flowing into that cushion … and breathing like an old pug,’ Robyn heckled from where she was sitting by the window.

‘Says you!’ Izzy bit back immediately. The Carrington Cup crew portal should be refreshing any time now. If Billie’s birthday, and the whole of Izzy’s life, were going to be saved, Izzy’s name HAD to be on the list.

‘Says me who’s spent the last hour listing my old stuff on Vinted so I can donate any sales to the Period Poverty campaign?’ Robyn smiled sickeningly sweetly. ‘I nominated it for the official charity for LawSoc.’

Thanks for the reminder that acing your law degree at Leeds Uni wasn’t enough, you’re also head of their society. ‘Well, how very weird – that’s what I’ve been doing too,’ Izzy replied, snatching her phone up so no one could see that she’d only been refreshing the portal and sending a variety of ‘No news’, ‘Still no news’, and ‘Whhhyyyy noooo newwwwws?’ to Billie over twenty times. And one GIF of a green budgie breakdancing on a tennis ball as it rolled across a room. ‘Anyways … I’d best go get ready, Billie will be here soon for our EXTRA-CURRICULAR VOLUNTARY practice.’

‘I’m impressed, Isobel.’ Her mum waggled Izzy’s toe. ‘You really are showing a whole new side of yourself.’

Robyn snorted, but Izzy smiled reassuringly, and hoped her expression said ‘competent adult’ not ‘truth is, I might have already got kicked out of the Carrington Cup’.

‘Thanks, Mum. Trying my best.’ She smiled angelically, and, keen to not dig herself an even larger hole, rushed upstairs, shooting a smug smile at Robyn on the way out. Only another week before her sister headed back up to Leeds to start her summer job working in O’Hagan’s, the pub next to Robyn’s halls, and Izzy could finally relax down from high-alert-for-big-sister-life-grenades status. But today the plan was to head to the courts in the local park and play some tennis to help them get more in the ‘Carrington Cup mindset’. The next training session was tomorrow, and if Izzy was one of the 200 who made it through, she already knew she’d be right at the bottom. The odds were ever not in her favour.

Eurgh. She shut her bedroom door and blared out some music. Music always helped. How Olivia Rodrigo managed to write songs that showed she also knew just what it was like to mess up a summer placement and have to be a world-leading ball girl to save her best friend’s birthday, Izzy would never know – but she was very grateful that she did.

Izzy pulled on her sports stuff. She’d deliberately avoided tennis since she’d won the Three Counties Championships almost four years ago. People always said to quit while you’re ahead. But … She laughed to herself. She didn’t know if what had happened to her tennis career technically counted as quitting … But it was time to do the thing she’d been putting off.

Well, maybe in a minute.

She reached for her guitar and strummed along to ‘brutal’, unleashing some of her rage. But when it ended, it was time to do the thing.

She sat on the rug by her bed and … Maybe she should just check her phone first.

She opened up the portal. No news.

Then scrolled through the footage she’d managed to secretly film yesterday and pulled her favourite clips into a folder to edit later. Then started to cut the latest video she’d shot of Sprout with some iconic crash zooms in on his face. And checked her TikTok. Wow, almost 3k followers. Then did a thorough google on Olivia Rodrigo’s writing process. And discovered a
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