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            Chapter One

            Not Another Podcast

         

         ‘So, Aurora, how did you become so confident at such a young age?’

         This question came from Dave, the host of the podcast Dive in with Dave, which only last month had shot to number one on Ireland’s podcast charts. He raked in fifty thousand regular listeners and had a collective following of two hundred and fifty thousand people across all socials. Impressive, considering Dave’s podcast wasn’t even a year old. He was already outpacing industry-backed Irish celebrities that had been in the game for quite a while.

         I blinked at him as he waited for my response, his pale lips curling into an expectant smile.

         According to Mom’s notes, a detailed briefing she prepares before every interview or appearance, Dave was twenty-eight years old. That made him fourteen years older than me.8

         That still didn’t stop him from trying to act like we had things in common.

         ‘I don’t know if I’d say I’m confident,’ I replied, shifting slightly to unpeel the back of my legs from the sticky leather couch that looked like it had been either borrowed or thrifted.

         I tugged at the hem of my blue tartan skirt, making sure it still covered my knees.

         ‘It’s more like … I’ve been doing this forever. So being very visible on social media is just my every day,’ I said, shrugging.

         Dave tilted his head, his expression suggesting he was unsatisfied with my answer.

         ‘Come on, Aurora. There has to be more to it than that. Most teenagers are still figuring themselves out, but here you are, with millions of followers hanging on to your every post and you make it look so easy.’

         Dave was staring now, waiting for me to give him a more exciting answer.

         ‘Right, well, you know most teenagers don’t have a mom who schedules their life down to the minute. It’s like, I don’t really get the choice to be awkward or shy. I just … show up, do the thing and hope I don’t say anything that gets clipped and turned into an embarrassing viral moment.’

         Dave threw his head back in laughter; I knew he was 9being as theatrical as possible since both our mics and the cameras were catching every bit of this interaction.

         I found it odd that no matter what emotion his lower face conveyed, there was no movement on his forehead. Botox or fillers? I wondered. People his age were big into both.

         I moved my head to Dave’s left so I could see beyond his broad shoulders, trying not to catch his eye. I could see the cameraman smiling to himself, fingers flying rapidly across his phone screen. Then I saw my mom behind him; she reached out a hand with red, pointed, manicured nails and tapped his left shoulder, dragging the man back into reality. The cameraman, who was in his thirties or forties, seemed to transform into a little boy who had just been caught doing something he shouldn’t.

         Mom had that effect on people and right now she looked very annoyed that he hadn’t been paying attention. I watched as she leaned in to whisper into his ear while he nodded frantically.

         I couldn’t make out her words from here, especially because Dave was deliberately positioning himself to block my view. His head swivelled back and forth, trying to catch what was drawing my attention away from him.

         Dave leaned in, closing the distance between us. His face was just an arm’s length away from mine, making it impossible to catch the drama unfolding behind him.10

         The heavy scent of Dave’s musky cologne filled my nose, and I shifted back, moving further away from him to avoid the strong smell. I was now sitting at the very edge of the couch; one wrong move and I would find myself on the floor.

         I felt tired and overwhelmed, but Dave carried on, determined to keep me talking.

         ‘So, are you saying you’re faking it, then?’ he asked, with a cheeky grin.

         ‘Uh, faking what?’ I asked, having for a moment forgotten what we were discussing.

         ‘Being a confident, happy teen star,’ he reminded me, mischief glinting in his eyes.

         I let out a short breath, taking the time to think and choose my words carefully. ‘Isn’t everyone faking it online?’ I shot back. I waved my hands in a loose circular motion, gesturing toward him, ‘I mean, you’re not like this all the time, are you?’

         Dave grinned, clearly savouring the soundbite potential.

         ‘Well, I guess that’s a fair point. But do you personally ever feel pressure? I mean, you’ve been in the spotlight since birth, basically, right? Facebook, Instagram and TikTok … your face is literally everywhere!’

         Before I could answer, Dave turned slightly, addressing the unmanned camera behind me as if looping in an invisible audience.11

         ‘Make sure to follow the “Dive in with Dave” account on all those social platforms,’ Dave said, winking at the camera. He turned back to me, his smile sharp and calculating. ‘So, Aurora, having a presence on the internet, surely that gets exhausting?’

         In the distance, I heard it. Mom’s signature three-beat cough. Our not-so-secret distress signal.

         Mom, sorry, ‘Tolu, the iconic Momager’ as the Irish Independent dramatically put it last week, was signalling me to change topics or ‘politely’ request a bathroom break, which would put an end to the direction this conversation was taking.

         Usually, I’d do as I’m told; I’d seen too many examples of influencers who’ve been cancelled for controversial takes or had their character assassinated for what the internet considers an ‘unacceptable answer.’ Influencers who let their guard slip disappear into the forgotten back rooms of the digital space. Mom was just trying to protect me. One wrong answer or one bad viral clip could ruin a person’s brand but today, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be protected.

         There was a part of me that was enjoying this back-and-forth with Dave. It was different, sharper, more engaging than the formulaic interviews I’d grown used to. I was also getting a kick out of knowing that if there was one thing Mom hated, it was when things didn’t go exactly as she had so carefully planned.12

         I shrugged and casually continued. ‘I mean, yeah, it can get tiring. Especially when people already have a set idea of who you are or think they know you personally because they watched a few videos. Even interviewers, I mean, people like you, make general assumptions about me and it always feels … weird.’ I paused, letting the thought settle. ‘Honestly, I just try not to think about it too much.’

         Dave nodded, allowing a few dramatic seconds of silence to stretch between us. He then tilted his head, trying to look as serious as possible. ‘That’s interesting. Now let’s say you had a magic button. With it, you could start over. Be completely anonymous with no digital footprint from birth. Would you use it?’

         I bit my lip. The answer was there, caught up in my throat, begging to be voiced. If I said it, if I said yes, I knew that people online would think that I was just being an ungrateful spoiled brat. That would be the trending story. That would make the headlines.

         Clack. Clack. Clack. 

         This was the unmistakable sound of Mom’s heels tapping loudly against the wooden floor. Another signal. Another warning. I didn’t have to see her face to guess she wasn’t happy with where this was going.

         ‘I don’t know Dave, that’s a tough one,’ I admitted slowly. It was the closest I could get to the truth. ‘I’ve thought about 13it before. What life would be like if I had grown up differently. Would people consider me cool? Would people care about what I have to say? Would I still be posting videos or sharing random parts of my life?’ I paused, choosing my next words carefully. ‘There’s this version of me on socials, perfect, well-scripted, likeable … thanks to my mom,’ I exhaled while letting out a nervous laugh. ‘And then there’s the deeper me … I worry if I was to be that person online … people might think I’m strange and unlikeable.’ I paused for a second to think. ‘And somehow, that’s both freeing and terrifying.’

         ‘So, what I’m hearing is, you want more control over how people see you.’ Dave leaned forward, eyes sharp with curiosity. ‘So … do you feel trapped by it all?’

         Before I could answer, a loud clatter made both of us jump.

         Mom’s beige bag just happened to slip off her shoulder, hitting the floor with the kind of carefully manipulated distraction that only she could pull off. Her lipstick, compact mirror, glasses and notebook were all jumbled up amongst the cable wires and extension cords attached to the cameras and lights. It was complete chaos. The perfect interruption.

         Mom was already kneeling, looking flustered while scrambling to gather her things, apologising dramatically to the cameraman. The cameraman, visibly irritated, pressed a 14giant button on top of his device. A second later, a man who I gathered was looking after the mics dialled down a few switches on a large rectangular box. One of those switches caused the flashing red ‘On-Air’ light on the door of the studio to flicker twice before it finally faded, returning to its once dull grey.

         Mom’s sharp voice pierced through. ‘I’m so sorry, Dave! I have no idea how that happened,’ she said, laughing in a way that could smooth over any PR disaster.

         Dave, bless him, smiled politely. He wasn’t stupid, he knew exactly what had just happened. But what could he do? He was lucky to have booked me at all. This interview would draw in a different audience, and he wasn’t about to risk that.

         Mom glanced at me with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. ‘Aurora, sweetheart, let’s take two minutes. Some air will do you good.’

         I dramatically rolled my eyes so Dave could see. ‘I think I’m in trouble,’ I joked loudly as I watched him squirm and smile in discomfort.

         When we got outside, Mom looked like she was ready to eat the head off me!

         ‘What WAS that?’ she hissed through partially closed teeth.

         ‘What was what?’ I hissed back mockingly. ‘He’s asking questions and I’m answering them!’15

         Mom exhaled sharply. Behind us the door of the studio opened slightly; it was the cameraman. He nodded awkwardly as he stood at the entrance, with a cigarette and lighter in hand.

         Mom lowered her voice to a whisper, so he wouldn’t be able to hear us.

         ‘You need to be careful with how you talk about this stuff. We don’t need people twisting your words into an “Aurora Kutti Hates Being Famous” headline.’

         ‘Maybe I do hate it,’ I muttered.

         ‘Shhhh,’ Mom whispered, putting her fingers to her lips as she peered around to see if the cameraman or anybody else was listening. ‘Aurora, please! This interview is supposed to be light and fun. We want people to see you as independent and wise, remember? Now is not the time for an existential crisis!’

         I crossed my arms. ‘So, you want me to just pretend everything is perfect?’

         ‘No. I want you to be smart and answer questions carefully! And if Dave keeps pushing, you redirect. You do what we talked about, hint that you have many upcoming projects. Give them something to look forward to, not something to dissect.’

         When I didn’t say anything, she let out a sharp breath and softened her tone.16

         ‘I know this weekend is busy, but if we get through today, next weekend is yours. No interviews, no photoshoots, just trust me and do what you’re told.’

         ‘You already used that bargaining chip last week,’ I reminded her.

         I wanted to be angry. I wanted to tell her this wasn’t just about a packed schedule. It was about feeling like a puppet, about not knowing where ‘Internet Aurora’ ended and where I began. But I swallowed it down. Pick your battles, right?

         ‘It’s getting harder to trust you,’ I said while crossing my arms.

         Mom reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out her phone. A few quick taps, and she shoved the screen in front of me so that I was forced to unfold my arms and hold it.

         On her scheduling app, the week of the fifteenth was relatively empty in contrast to this week. All that was marked for that week were ‘meetings’, nothing that suggested my involvement was needed.

         ‘I guess you’re being honest this time,’ I said, passing the phone back to Mom, ‘And you’re not going to take some last-minute “urgent” bookings like you always do?’

         ‘I won’t,’ she said, shoving the phone back into her pocket.

         I studied her for a moment before sighing. ‘OK, then,’ I said, accepting our momentary truce.17

         ‘Good. Now, can we please go back in there and finish strong?’ she asked.

         ‘Sure, I guess,’ I replied.

         I savoured this small victory, even though it didn’t really address the larger issues that we weren’t talking about.

         I sauntered back into the studio and plopped myself onto the sticky couch, once again facing Dave.

         ‘Everything OK?’ he asked. While I was gone, it seemed he had been touching up his makeup. He was still finishing it off by patting away the last trace of sweat on his nose.

         He returned a foam pad into a round powder casing, closed it, then quickly slipped it into a black box labelled ‘GLAM’.

         I smiled encouragingly at Dave, getting ready to ignite my digital persona and take control of the interview, just as Mom had coached me to. ‘You know what, Dave? Yes, everything’s perfectly OK.’

         He looked slightly confused at my new-found energy but was also relieved.

         ‘So where did we leave things?’ he asked, trying to gauge if he could keep pressing for answers.

         I watched as the On-Air sign flickered back to life.

         Showtime! I thought to myself.

         ‘Dave, I really shouldn’t be saying anything …’ I tilted my head, letting the suspense build before flashing a dazzling 18smile at the camera, ‘… but I have a few projects coming up that I’m not sure I’m allowed to talk about yet …’

         Dave’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh wow, this feels like an exclusive. So, what can you tell us? Is it a shoot, a campaign collaboration or an acting gig?’ he said, trying to tease whatever he could out of me.

         I leaned in slightly, dropping my voice just enough to make it feel like a secret. ‘I really can’t say too much …’ I paused ‘… but one thing I do know for sure? You’ll have to follow me online @Aurora_Kutti to find out more.’
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            Chapter Two

            Hues

         

         Flashes of bright blue light danced off the white walls as I stood in front of the branded backdrop at the launch of ‘Picture Perfect’, a new line of makeup products released by world-famous teenage Irish supermodel, Cynthia Reynolds.

         My muscles tightened as I tried to hold a pose for the photographer who was taking people’s pictures as they came in. I kept my practised smile firmly on as he clicked away.

         A DJ who looked to be the same age as Mom was spinning a mix of what I could only describe as throwback hits. I wondered if he knew the age group he’d be playing for; his music selection felt like he was trying to transport everyone back to the early 2000s. He kept cycling through songs by Britney, Pink and Fergie … and while it wasn’t bad, it did jar with the age profile of the room.

         Teenagers crowded the space, dressed in the latest street 20wear, some flaunting designer labels, others opting for more niche, underground brands. A few people wandered around with their phones raised, recording or live-streaming every moment, eager not to miss a single second of potential content.

         I tightened my grip on the silver leather clutch in my hand, not exactly my own fashion choice. Mom had handed it to me while I was changing in the car. I could feel the fabric of my grey leather pants starting to irritate my skin; the sequins on my top prickled uncomfortably too.

         A tall woman waved at me from a distance, a mic and notepad in hand. She looked like a journalist, and I turned around pretending not to see her; I couldn’t do another interview after earlier. You’d think I’d be used to this by now, having been in the public eye from the moment I was born.

         The year I was born, I was one of seven babies across the country born on the stroke of midnight. My tiny face was plastered across newspapers that day, immortalised beneath the headline: ‘Ireland’s First Babies of the New Year.’ It was a lot from day one!

         The buzz of the room was becoming overwhelming, and it was starting to fill up fast.

         Around me I could catch conversations about analytics, brand partnerships and hear talent managers trying to pitch their creators. The smell of sweet perfume and the faint 21scent of light bites being carried around by waistcoat-wearing waiters was starting to make me feel sick.

         Mom hovered nearby, radiant as always, her gold bangles jingling softly with every move.

         ‘You look so beautiful, Aurora! Don’t forget to mingle, OK!’ she reminded me.

         Nicole, the ‘Picture Perfect’ brand manager, came towards us, weaving through the crowd. Her sharp black bob and tailored blazer gave her an air of authority, but she had kind eyes.

         ‘Just the person I’ve been looking for,’ she said, smiling warmly. ‘Cynthia was wondering if you’d be interested in becoming one of our ambassadors for the Picture Perfect Foundation.’

         Before I could even find the words, Mom jumped in. ‘Of course! She’d love to. What an incredible opportunity,’ she said, beaming with pride.

         Nicole nodded enthusiastically and launched into the details. I’d be among the first to take part in the foundation’s sponsored rollout, a multi-platform media campaign featuring young influencers from diverse backgrounds. She emphasised that they had been especially eager to include a Black teen influencer, to help highlight the foundation’s darker shades.

         Just then, a girl with sleek, straight blonde hair, flawless 22makeup, and a commanding presence stepped in front of me. She wore a short pink dress that flared at the hem, and tiny rhinestones sparkled on the base of her heels.

         ‘Hi, Nicole, I’ve been looking all over for you, remember me? I’m Sky,’ she chirped, flashing a smile that felt rehearsed.

         ‘I remember you, Sky, nice to see you again. Thanks for coming,’ Nicole said. Then, barely missing a beat and pretending the interruption hadn’t happened, she continued talking to Mom. ‘You know what? I’ll pop you an email and we can iron out the details.’

         Sky, seemingly unaware of the slight, turned her attention to me, scanning me head to toe.

         ‘This event’s crazy, huh? So many people trying to get noticed.’

         I smiled politely, unsure how to respond.

         Her eyes flicked over me like she was sizing me up. ‘You must have it easy, being famous since like … forever.’

         ‘Easy isn’t really how I’d describe it,’ I replied, not wanting to take the bait.

         ‘Yeah, well, you can’t be on top forever,’ she laughed spitefully, then sauntered off as quickly as she’d appeared.

         This was exactly why I hated events like these. They attracted people who were hungry … hungry for fame, attention and opportunity and some of them could be mean. 23No matter their age, some people treated everything like a competition. And honestly? I didn’t want to compete. I felt a slight ache behind my smile and since I couldn’t leave the room, I allowed my mind to drift back to a story Mom loved to tell, about how she picked my name.

         According to her, the name ‘Aurora’ was inspired by the fireworks bursting across the Dublin sky on the night I was born in the Rotunda hospital. The colours reminded Mom of the Aurora Borealis she’d dreamed of seeing one day – the Northern Lights.

         ‘We knew she was destined for greatness from the start,’ she’d told the reporters waiting on newborn babies in the maternity wards, ‘and I promised I’d do everything to make that happen.’

         ‘Grace’, the old-fashioned name Mom and Dad had originally chosen for me, was quickly forgotten about. Once they saw me smile when they called me ‘Little baby Aurora’, that sealed the deal. I sometimes wondered, though: if I had been called Grace, would my life be different? Would I have the quiet anonymity I craved, or would I still be trapped inside Mom’s grand plans?

         The tension with Sky lingered in my mind, a reminder that not everyone here was as genuine as they seemed. Nicole appeared beside me again, holding her tablet and scrolling through photos the cameraman had taken earlier 24at the branded backdrop. She was uploading them to Instagram to create an online buzz about the event.

         ‘Don’t mind Sky,’ Nicole said softly; she must have been watching the entire time. ‘She’s a sweet girl … just a little pushy sometimes.’

         I forced a polite smile, but kept my eyes on the floor. Years of experience had taught me not to trust anyone at these events, not even those in charge.

         ‘I’m just going to get some water,’ I said.

         Nicole nodded without looking up, completely absorbed in the screen.

         At the artfully arranged table of tiny cakes and chilled drinks, I grabbed a cold bottle of water. I took several long gulps, my eyes scanning the room at the same time. Some faces seemed familiar, people I had seen on social media. After all, they had to have some kind of social currency, or they wouldn’t be here. Across the room, Sky was working the crowd, surrounded now by a tight-knit group of girls laughing as she spoke. Our eyes met for a brief moment, and I gave her a faint smile. She looked away fast, as though she was protecting something precious.

         Just then, Mom returned, her arms full of glossy branded parcels.

         ‘They gave us some goodies,’ she said, grinning ear to ear, practically glowing.25

         I rubbed at the inside of my arm where the fabric scratched raw and groaned, ‘Can we go now?’

         ‘Of course, love,’ Mom said, half to herself as she took in the room one last time. ‘This was a great event, such a talent-filled room. Hopefully one day you’ll be launching your own makeup brand.’

         I barely heard her. All I could think about was how relieved I was that we were going home.
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            Chapter Three

            Fit the Frame

         

         On the hour-long drive home, I caught Mom glancing at me in the rear-view mirror, gauging my mood. To avoid conversation, I pretended to be captivated by the dazzling lights we whooshed past as we made our way through Dublin city’s evening traffic. When we finally pulled into our driveway, the drain of a long day was obvious on both of our faces. 

         From the outside, our house was nearly indistinguishable from the rest in the estate, built in the early 2000s, designed with a four-person family in mind. Here in Goatstown, a south Dublin suburb on the fringe of the city, most houses had the same two-toned red brick exterior and the same well-kept front gardens. 

         It had been six years since we first walked through this house, guided by an estate agent who sounded like she had a 27perpetual cold. With a nasally accent she called Goatstown ‘the friendliest place in Dublin.’ Now, having spent so long here, I still wasn’t sure if it had lived up to that promise. Especially as we rarely ever talked to our neighbours. They minded their business and so did we. 

         Moving to Goatstown coincided with my social media page really starting to take off, so it’s sometimes hard to tell whether coming here marked the beginning of my world becoming bigger or the end of the small and normal life I once had. 

         ‘How are you, honey?’ Dad called out as Mom and I stepped through the front door, our arms weighed down with the bags of clothes, gifts and dinner ingredients Mom had stopped to buy at the petrol station on our way home. 

         Stepping inside the house now, I tried to pretend this was, once again, my first time visiting. I allowed myself to be welcomed by the long, wide hallway that led to the centre of the house. 

         As I moved forward, I caught my reflection in a large, square mirror hanging above a crescent-shaped table. On it was a glass dish of pot-pourri, a cedarwood and vanilla scented candle and a curved ceramic bowl for our keys. 

         To the right, the wooden staircase curved upwards, leading to four bedrooms and one bathroom. Past the staircase, an open doorway led to the living room, where the 28sunset-yellow of the late summer evening spilled in through wide windows. As I reached the end of the hall, the kitchen’s two wide doors, which were never closed, drew me in. 

         The first thing that hit me was the scent of dinner. The air was thick with the savoury aroma of something sizzling on the stove. The smell made my stomach immediately growl deeply with hunger. 

         The kitchen was the heart of our home, the place where Dad called us to gather for meals or family meetings, where Mom perched on a stool at the island, scribbling in her planner. It was where I often found our little dog, Jojo, curled up beneath the table and where Dami left his many gaming accessories behind, in hopes that someone would clean up after him. 

         Jojo came scrambling toward me, his tail wagging in excitement. 

         ‘Hey, Jojo,’ I said, dropping a bag down at the foot of the dining table and giving his head a quick scratch as he sniffed around my feet, his little tail wagging in hopes that a chewy treat would come with my greeting. 

         Dad was at the hob turning slabs of thick sizzling steak on his beloved cast-iron skillet. 

         I could hear the heavy thuds of Dami’s footsteps running down the stairs and then appearing like a detective at the scene of a crime. ‘Lads, I’m starving!’ he announced to the 29room, pulling out a chair at the table and plopping himself down. 

         Dami had this mysterious ability to only appear when there was food being made. Whenever he was given chores in the house, he’d ‘accidentally’ forget about them because he was busy streaming, or he would suddenly ‘remember’ that he had friends he could meet up with in our estate. He’d go over to their houses to play the same virtual games he already had in his room. Mom barely understood Dami’s gaming world, but she spotted early on that he was good at live-streaming his sessions on Twitch. Every time he’d join us for dinner, he’d rave about how quickly his followers were growing – he’d already passed a thousand! Most nights, fifty people would watch him play live. This didn’t raise concern until one day, he revealed that some gamers were sending five-euro donations to his student bank account, just to play against him. We were all shocked. Twitch didn’t even have an official ‘pay to play’ feature. 

         Dad scolded him for charging people online, but Mom disagreed, calling Dami ‘business savvy’. I think that’s when she became his biggest cheerleader. In his room now, he had a PC, Xbox and PlayStation set up and it seemed that whatever Dami needed to help him be a better streamer, Mom would get it for him. 

         Dami embraced the attention and didn’t feel forced into 30it, unlike me. His viewers and subscribers were mostly other young teenage boys from around Ireland and the United Kingdom. His popularity grew fast, and I sort of envied that he was allowed to be himself in his digital life. Dami could go online and say whatever he wanted on his streaming channels. Mom didn’t even understand some of the slang being used so he could get away with saying things that I could never. Now, at thirteen, with Mom’s permission, Dami could log in, throw on a headset and just be. No pressure. No scrutiny. 

         Meanwhile, every post of mine had to be polished, every caption pre-approved. If I even thought about posting something without Mom’s sign-off, it was like setting off a fire alarm. If I went live on any social platform, it wouldn’t be to joke around with friends, it would be to pretend to be perfect. 

         My tummy rumbled, drawing me back to the kitchen. I pulled out a chair from the dining table while I tried to figure out how soon dinner would be ready. I scanned the counter top where Dad had already prepared four plates of mashed potatoes and broccolini. 

         ‘How long do we have to wait?’ Dami groaned. 

         ‘Just two more minutes,’ Dad replied, sprinkling what looked like ground pepper over the steaks. 

         Mom made her way to Dad and wrapped her arms 31around his waist, resting her head on his back. ‘What a day!’ she exclaimed.

         ‘Did you get through everything you needed to do, love?’ Dad asked her, turning off the hob and using a pair of tongs to transfer the steaks from pan to plate.

         ‘Mm hmm,’ Mom said, unhooking her hands from his waist and moving closer to help him carry the dished-out dinner to where Dami and I were sitting. First, she placed our plates down on the dining table, then their plates where she and Dad would be sitting. If you happened to walk in on us, we looked like a perfect family getting ready to enjoy a meal together. The clinking of forks and knives against our plates filled the room, blending with the faint hum of small talk between us.
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