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For Phil, my very own sweetheart

and for Jemima, who brings a smile
to my face every day

With grateful thanks to Adele Carlsen,
Katie Clark and the members of

the British Synchronized Swimming Team
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Chapter 1

a golden ticket

The sounds were muffled, the voice distorted, and 
the light shimmered and flickered, changing every 
second. Pearl held herself perfectly straight under 
the water for a moment, her legs stretching to the 
ceiling, her toes pointed. Then she swiftly drew her 
arms across her body, pulling herself downwards in 
a spiral. One . . . two turns, and she knew by instinct 
that her toes had vanished under the water. Quickly, 
she drew in her knees and turned herself round. Her 
head burst through the surface at exactly the same 
time as the seven other girls, and each of them wore 
a bright smile.

‘Good,’ said the woman watching from the side, 
putting down her microphone. She had short blonde 
hair that curled naturally, and it was her voice that 
Pearl had heard coming through the underwater 
speakers of the three-metre-deep pool. Bonnie Rose 
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had been the team’s coach for two years, and she was 
strict but fair. All the girls liked her. ‘I think that’s 
enough for now.’

The eight girls swam to the side, where they were 
joined by four others who had watched the routine 
but not taken part. Pearl felt a quiver of nerves. She 
wasn’t quite sure how she’d got through the routine 
without making any mistakes. All the girls were on 
edge this morning because today they would be told 
which of them had made the final selection for the 
Olympics. There were only eight places, with one 
reserve, but there were currently twelve girls in the 
British synchro team – which meant that three of 
them wouldn’t be going at all, and another would 
probably have to watch the whole competition from 
the sidelines . . . 

Pearl hoped fervently that she would make the 
team, but then she knew they all felt the same way. 
And she was the youngest too – what if Bonnie  
and Emily, the team manager, decided she was too 
young this time? The disappointment would be 
awful.

Bonnie crouched down on the tiles by the pool. 
‘Thanks, everyone, for your hard work this morning. 
I know it hasn’t been easy but we’ll put you out of 
your misery after lunch. Meet us in reception at two 
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o’clock and we’ll let you know our final line-up for 
the team.’

Pearl hauled herself out of the pool alongside her 
best friend, Millie, whose blue eyes looked anxious. 
Millie caught her glance and pulled a funny face. Pearl 
knew what she was thinking. Have we done enough? 
Were we good enough to get one of those places?

It was like a golden ticket. The Olympics in London! 
There wouldn’t be another opportunity like this – ever. 
And suddenly Pearl was absolutely sure she hadn’t 
made it. Three girls would be dropped from the team, 
and she just knew one of them would be her. Perhaps 
it would be better to be dropped altogether than to 
get the reserve place? To do all the training and then 
not actually swim – that would be worse than not 
getting your hopes up at all, wouldn’t it?

Pearl felt her eyes fill with tears. What would she 
tell her dad, who had spent years faithfully ferrying 
her to and from training sessions and sitting through 
tests and competitions?

The chatter in the changing room was quieter 
than usual. Even Jen Sugden, the oldest and most 
experienced in the team at twenty-seven, seemed 
preoccupied, and snapped at Pearl as she accidentally 
knocked her clothes onto the floor. ‘Watch what you’re 
doing!’
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‘Sorry,’ Pearl apologized quickly. She wiped her 
eyes, hoping no one would notice that she was trying 
not to cry.

‘I can’t eat,’ Millie said as they sat down in the 
cafeteria. It was a big, airy room, with windows  
all along one side. At the moment, there were only  
a few other people sitting at the tables, two of them 
with laptops open. The centre was open to the public  
at weekends, but during the week it was used by 
professional athletes and private sports groups, so 
it tended to be a quiet, highly-focused place. Millie 
stared at her sandwich. ‘I can’t possibly eat; I’ll be 
sick.’

‘You’ve got to eat something,’ Pearl told her. ‘You’ll 
never be able to swim this afternoon if you don’t get 
some calories into you.’

The girls burned twice as many calories as a non-
athlete every day, so it was important to eat regularly. 
But Pearl didn’t feel hungry either. ‘Who do you think 
will make it?’ she asked in a whisper, glancing around 
to make sure none of the other girls was within 
earshot. 

Millie leaned forward. They’d had this conversation 
hundreds of times before. ‘Well, based on this 
morning’s session, I’d say Sandra could be in trouble. 
Did you see how she winced after we’d done the lift 
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section? If she’s not strong enough to be base any 
more . . .’

Both of them turned to look over at Sandra, a tall 
girl with long brown hair, who was sitting on her own 
at a table by the window. ‘She looks worried,’ said 
Pearl, but at that moment Sandra glanced round, and 
both of them immediately swung back to their food, 
guilty.

‘I hate this,’ Millie said, staring at her sports  
bottle.

‘You have to eat, Mills.’
‘No, I mean, I hate all this – staring at each other, 

wondering who’s got in and wishing bad things on 
other people.’

Pearl’s eyes widened. ‘Wishing bad things . . . ?’
Millie flapped her hands in distress. ‘Oh no, no, 

I didn’t mean that. You know what I mean – we all 
want a place. And some people won’t get one. Don’t 
you honestly, in your heart of hearts, have a tiny hope 
that someone else will get an injury or something? So 
that you’ll be in for sure?’

Pearl opened her mouth and then shut it again.
‘There – see?’ said Millie. ‘It doesn’t make us bad 

people, does it?’
‘What doesn’t?’ asked Evie, coming to join her 

friends. Evie was the shortest member of the team, 
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with thick blonde hair and a round smiley face. She 
was a couple of years older than Millie and Pearl, but 
the three of them had bonded during a training camp 
last summer and were now inseparable.

‘Do you wish for the other girls to have accidents 
so you can get a place on the team?’ asked Pearl in a 
low voice.

‘All the time,’ said Evie cheerfully. ‘Doesn’t every-
one?’

Pearl bit her lip. ‘It’s horrible.’
‘We’re competitors,’ Evie told her. ‘It’s natural to 

think like that. But it’s not like I’d trip them up on 
the way to the lockers, or give anyone food poisoning. 
It’s just that, if someone happened to pull a muscle, 
which goes on all the time in practices, let’s face it – 
well . . .’ She shrugged expressively. ‘Let’s just say I’d 
be buying them a big bunch of flowers while trying 
on my official Team GB strip.’

The other two laughed. ‘You’re awful,’ said Millie, 
half admiringly. ‘I don’t know how you can say stuff 
like that.’

‘It’s only what everyone’s thinking,’ said Evie. ‘I 
don’t see the point of pretending otherwise.’

Pearl smiled at Millie. Evie was easily the most 
outspoken of the three, though Pearl suspected that 
sometimes she did it just to show off. As the youngest 
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swimmers, they looked up to people like Jen, and  
to Kat and Lizzie, the twins, who were always  
getting into trouble for speaking out of turn. 
Pearl loved all the girls like sisters but she felt like  
the baby most of the time, especially when they  
went out as a group and it was very obvious who  
had reached the magic age of eighteen and who 
hadn’t.

‘What are you going to do if you’re not chosen?’ 
Millie asked Evie.

‘Take up sky-diving,’ said Evie promptly. ‘No, 
honestly! I mean, it’s all about the Olympics, isn’t it? 
If I don’t make it . . . well, I’m not sure I want to do it 
any more.’

‘Bonnie would say that’s a defeatist attitude,’ Pearl 
teased her.

‘I don’t care,’ said Evie. ‘I want to be the best – part 
of the best team in the country. And if I can’t be that, 
then I don’t think I want to try. You know what I 
mean?’

Pearl wasn’t sure she did. She didn’t feel that way 
about swimming. If she wasn’t picked for the team, 
she’d be devastated, but she couldn’t imagine giving it 
up altogether. She’d keep trying, wouldn’t she? Surely 
nothing else could be as amazing as swimming? 
Nothing would stop her carrying on – nothing but an 
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injury, that is. Her heart plummeted. That would be 
the worst thing in the world, not to be able to swim 
any more.

Millie waved a hand in front of her friend’s face. 
‘Earth to Pearl, hello?’

Pearl smiled. ‘Sorry.’
‘We’re all thinking about this far too much,’ declared 

Evie. ‘What will be will be and all that. We should 
talk about something completely different.’

‘Like what?’ asked Pearl.
Evie paused. ‘Er . . .’
There was silence. Pearl sighed and looked at her 

watch. Twelve forty-five. It was going to be a long 
lunch break.

♥

You could have heard a pin drop as the girls stared 
expectantly at their team manager, Emily Van Hest. 
Beside her stood Bonnie. Twelve anxious faces looked 
up at them; at the two people who could make or 
break their dreams.

‘We won’t keep you in suspense,’ Emily said, looking 
from one girl to the next. ‘But we do want to thank 
you all for your continued hard work and dedication, 
and for putting in the extra hours recently. We have 
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taken everything into consideration – not just your 
performance in recent weeks but also your medical 
histories and your teamwork skills.’

Pearl reached for Millie’s hand and squeezed it. 
Millie gripped it back, her eyes still fixed firmly on 
Emily.

‘To those of you who haven’t made it this time,’ went 
on Emily, ‘we are very, very sorry. And although you’ll 
no longer be training with us, we will make every 
effort to place you in high-performance club squads 
so that you can continue your careers. Of course, it 
goes without saying that once the Games are over, 
we’ll bring you all back here to continue training for 
the Worlds and the Europeans.’ She took a piece of 
paper from the table. ‘Right, this is the final list. The 
following eight girls will be competing in the London 
2012 Olympics.’

Pearl closed her eyes. Her heart was thumping so 
loudly, she was sure everyone in the room could hear 
it. Her head felt dizzy.

Emily began reading. ‘Elizabeth Benson-Rowe, 
Katherine Benson-Rowe . . .’

The twenty-year-old twins grinned at each other 
in relief.

‘Primrose Cayley, Georgie Harrison, Evelyn 
Ivory . . .’
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Millie’s grip tightened. Her surname was Edwards, 
which meant, if Emily was reading alphabetically, 
that Millie wasn’t on the list . . . 

‘Pearl Okeke . . .’
Pearl’s breath felt as if it had been sucked out of her 

body. It was a good thing she was sitting down, she 
realized, because her knees would have given way. She 
had made it! She was going to the Olympics!

Emily was continuing. ‘Jennifer Sugden, Hollie-Mae 
Webb. And the team reserve will be Millie Edwards.’ 
She looked up. ‘That’s it. Congratulations to those of 
you who’ve made it, commiserations to those who 
haven’t. Bonnie and I will be on hand for the next half 
an hour in our offices if any of you want to come to 
talk to us. And Steve is expecting you in the gym at 
two-thirty.’ She gave a smile. ‘It’s going to be a very 
exciting year.’

As Emily and Bonnie left the room, there was an 
outburst of noise. The twins hugged each other and 
anyone else they could reach. Jen sat there, stunned, 
repeating, ‘I thought they’d say I was too old. I honestly 
never thought I’d make it . . .’ And Hollie-Mae burst 
into happy tears.

Sprinkled between the joyous ones were the girls 
sitting with white faces and tears springing to their 
eyes. Pearl saw Sandra Cousins, the girl they’d been 
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discussing at lunch time, get up abruptly and leave  
the room, her hands over her face. Evie’s words  
came back to her: I’d be buying them a big bunch of 
flowers while trying on my official Team GB strip. She 
wondered if Evie felt like that now. All this passed 
through her head in a flash before Evie swept her off 
her chair into an enormous hug. ‘We made it!’ she 
sang. ‘We did it!’

Millie was quiet, trying to smile but not quite 
managing it. ‘You’re coming with us, Mills!’ cried Evie. 
‘We’re all going!’

‘Yeah,’ said Millie, but her voice wobbled. ‘I guess.’
‘Reserve’s not so bad,’ said Pearl, hoping she 

sounded convincing. ‘You know what it’s like –  
one of us is bound to be injured or ill or some-
thing . . .’

Her friend stood up, pulling away from Pearl’s 
outstretched hand. ‘I don’t want to swim if one of  
you is injured. I don’t want to get onto the team if 
someone else is ill. I want to be on the team because 
I’m good enough to be there . . .’ Tears suddenly 
streamed down her face and she turned and ran out 
of the room.

Pearl and Evie stared at each other in dismay. Pearl 
wanted to feel overjoyed – she’d made it, she was 
going to be competing at the Olympics! But her best 
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friend was only the reserve, and that took the shine 
off the great news.

‘She’ll come round,’ Evie said. ‘I’m sure she’ll be 
fine.’

‘Maybe we should go after her.’ Pearl rose to her 
feet, but Evie pulled her back down.

‘Not right now. Give her a few minutes. We’re 
probably not the people she wants to see.’ Evie 
grinned. ‘Besides, we need a minute to ourselves. You 
made it, Pearl! The youngest on the team! Aren’t you 
manic with delight?’

Pearl’s face broke into a smile. ‘Of course I am. It’s 
like – the best present you could ever have. I can’t 
really believe it.’

‘I can’t wait to tell my mum,’ said Evie. ‘She’s been 
preparing me for the worst all week.’

‘I want to tell my dad first,’ said Pearl. ‘He’s the one 
who kept me going, who came to all my competitions. 
He’s the one who took me swimming when I was a 
baby.’

‘He’s going to be so proud of you. You should ring 
him right now,’ Evie told her.

‘No,’ Pearl disagreed. ‘I want to wait to tell him face 
to face.’

‘You’re going to hang on until you get home?’ Evie 
stared in disbelief. ‘We’ve got the whole afternoon to 
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get through! You mean you’re not going to ring anyone 
to tell them?’

‘No,’ said Pearl firmly. ‘I want to wait till I can see 
my dad and tell him in person. He should be the first 
one to know, and I want to see his expression when I 
tell him.’ Her face lit up. ‘It’s going to be brilliant.’
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