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She’s used to faking it. Now it’s time to get real.


It all started with a faulty elevator . . .


When social media influencer Frankie Paulson’s followers turn on her after an embarrassing public break-up with her perfect #couplegoals boyfriend, and she almost plummets to her death with two strangers in a faulty elevator, all she wants to do is hide.


A town with no internet is the ideal sanctuary, but Frankie has never done anything without sharing it on one of many apps she can’t live without. After all, surely it’s much more satisfying to take the perfect photograph of her breakfast than eat it?


When Fate, in the form of a new four-legged companion, plays a hand in keeping her in the town, Frankie starts to make tentative but genuine connections with the people she meets. Suddenly every rule she’s been living by seems far less meaningful and she begins to wonder if her apparently #blessed life wasn’t as real as she thought . . .









This book is dedicated to Ozzy. Who, whilst I was writing this book, sadly went to the big dog park in the sky. After sixteen years of hunting, jumping, running, playing, barking, scratching and being my writing companion.









PROLOGUE
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I’ve always wanted to be a somebody.


And not just anybody. I wanted to be the somebody that everybody wanted to be. And before you judge me, let me tell you why being a somebody is so important to me.


The year is 1995. I’m four years old, and I have high hopes. I have the highest hopes in the world because each year Mom and I enter the Little Miss Daisy pageant. The biggest pageant in town, and each year we win. It’s our thing. The one mother–daughter bonding moment that we have. And those are very, very rare.


But then, in 1996, everything changed. Because that’s when Jess was born, and my mom was just too exhausted and overwhelmed to even remember the pageant. Not to mention too exhausted and overwhelmed to remember me. I went from existing one day to not existing. Buried under a pile of diapers and bottles and sleepless nights and crying and jars of baby food and extra night shifts and shifts on weekends to make ends meet. It was around that time, somewhere in the “lonely time,” as I’ve come to call it, that I first turned to food for comfort.


I remember it clearly, the transformative moment when I realized that my gran’s hot-baked apple pie could push so many bad feelings down; the magical ability of those mouthfuls of tasty, fatty, sugary treats to wash negative emotions away and make me feel like the lonely time was just a little less lonely. I’d had no idea that a huge mouthful of pie could have such an effect.


So when 1997 rolled around and my mom wasn’t too exhausted and overwhelmed to do Little Miss Daisy, I was the happiest I’d been in a long time. And I was filled with hope again. High, high hopes. That is, until she took me to the dressmaker. I’ll never forget the look on the dressmaker’s face. That look and the hushed whispers that followed as she held up the measuring tape. And of course, I’ll never forget the look that washed over my mother’s face either. Total disappointment.


We didn’t do the pageant in 1998, either. And I quickly discovered that all sorts of other foods, besides baked apple pie, were good for pushing emotions down. This time it wasn’t just the loneliness I wanted to push away—it was also the memory of my mother’s face, and the shame I felt.


And then 2000 came along and it was the first time my mom entered Jess in the Little Miss Daisy pageant. And she won the crown that I so badly wanted. She carried on winning the crown, over and over and over again. Year after year after year. And with each year that passed, Jess got prettier and I got fatter and my mom looked more and more disappointed and I had more shame, and jealousy and anger to push down.


Things changed again in 2010, and it wasn’t just because we went into a new decade, it was because Jess won Little Miss Natal, the biggest pageant in the entire province. By then, I had spent so many years sitting on the sidelines watching Mom and Jess do the one thing that was meant to be my thing. Only it wasn’t any more, because by then I weighed sixteen stone. A sweet sixteen of a different kind, my mom used to say as she pushed a plate of celery my way.


It was also around this time that I truly felt like a nobody. Sure, with each passing year I was being chipped away at. Each time my sister won, and my mom cried tears of joy and I sat on the sidelines and thought about that measuring tape, I felt a bit more of myself being ripped away. But it wasn’t really until I overheard some pageant moms talking that all my sense of self was finally flushed down the drain.


“I know,” they said in conspiratorial tones. “And Jess is so perfect and beautiful, and the other one, what’s her name . . .? Frankie? Well, she’s just so fat!” They giggled. “God, it must be so hard on her mother, to have a daughter like that.” They nodded. “I think they have different fathers though,” the other one whispered. “Genetics! That explains it!” They all laughed.


Until that moment, I had no idea my stepdad wasn’t my real father, that my real dad had abandoned me shortly after I was born. I had no idea Jess wasn’t my full biological sister. My whole world got flipped on its head in an instant. Those next few years were perhaps the loneliest of all. That is, until I discovered Instagram and the wonderful world of diets. Keto, fasting, paleo, vegan . . . You name it, it was all there. And it was there for the taking.


And I took it. With both hands.


I made myself an account and started posting pictures of my weight-loss journey. I became disciplined and focused and tracked absolutely every aspect of my life—every morsel, every step, every hour I slept. At first the followers were slow, but by the time I’d lost my fifth stone, the likes and compliments and followers started rolling in and I wasn’t lonely anymore.


Then I lost the very last stone to hit my target, and that’s when @TheKyleWhite101 took notice of me. Only one of the hottest influencers in the whole of South Africa. He took notice of me. Because I was someone to notice. Finally, a somebody.


Do you know, I started #transformationtuesday? Seriously, that was me. And the more weight I lost, the more I became a somebody. And soon, I was the somebody that everybody wanted to be. The somebody that everybody came to for advice and tips. Brands flocked, and my followers grew and my account became less about weight loss and fitness, and more about #inspo and my amazing, glamorous, perfect life as a social-media influencer with a blue tick next to my name. I still remember the day I got that blue tick, it was one of the happiest of my life. The day the powers that be officially anointed me a somebody, and now the whole world knew that too.


And then 2020 rolled around and I had high hopes all over again, because I celebrated the new year by hitting 350,000 followers. I also celebrated my two-year anniversary with @TheKyleWhite101 as the two of us became the ultimate #couplegoals #powercouple. The couple that everybody wanted to be; him with his motivation “Personal Smash Through™” business, and me with all my brand endorsements. Not to mention our most profitable venture, our “Mega Couple Smash Through Seminars™,” where we taught you how to be like us. Because we were somebodies, and everybody wants to be a somebody with hundreds of thousands of followers. Nobody wants to be a nobody and sit on the sidelines while someone else wins the crown.


But soon, my high hopes turned to hopelessness. Because 2020 was also the year that I lost absolutely everything. In a mere seventy-two hours, I would go from being a somebody, to a total nobody. And @TheKyleWhite101 would go from dating me, to dating @Paige_Dreams_, and the whole world would think I was either losing my mind, or just plain mean.


And do you know what I blame for all that?


The elevator.


That’s right, people, I blame it on the bloody elevator.


Because if I hadn’t got stuck in that elevator on that fateful day, I wouldn’t have run late for the important photoshoot that @TheKyleWhite101 had set up for his new #motivational web series that he was launching. And he certainly wouldn’t have run into @Paige_Dreams_ who had offered to take the photos with him. He wouldn’t have uploaded the photo of them together looking gorgeous and in a matter of minutes have gotten 2,000 new followers. He wouldn’t have then decided that @Paige_Dreams_ was better for his personal brand than me and posted to all our followers on IGTV, telling them about our break-up before I knew I’d been broken up with. Can you believe that? Hundreds of thousands of people knew about my break-up before I did.


If I hadn’t gotten stuck in that elevator, and almost lost my life as it plummeted, I wouldn’t have felt so bloody emotional and shaken that I also took to IGTV and posted that sniffing, sobbing, angry video of myself having an emotional breakdown, that led me to lose 150,000 followers in a matter of hours because I was no longer #inspirational, #powercouple, #couplegoals #fuckingtransformationalbloodyeffingtuesday. #CRAP!


If I hadn’t got stuck in that elevator, I wouldn’t have then taken to Facebook Live later that night and cursed @TheKyleWhite101 and @Paige_Dreams_ and all those people who’d unfollowed me, which then led me to lose another 100,000 over the next day. Not to mention losing all my brand endorsements and, finally, my beautiful sponsored car. I’d hung onto the bonnet while it was being driven away, which had been good for a TikTok video painting me as a crying, screaming wild woman.


No! If it hadn’t been for that faulty elevator, I wouldn’t now find myself here. Alone and lonely. Lonely time 2.0. I was officially a nobody again, lying on a bed in a hotel, because @TheKyleWhite101 had kicked me out of our flat, and glued to my phone as #FrankieFreaksOut trended and everyone who had once looked up to me threw insults my way from the safety of their social media anonymity.


And when I wasn’t watching my social-media-self crash and burn, I was stalking @TheKyleWhite101 and @Paige_Dreams_ every five minutes as they grew followers by the second and they became the #couplegoals #blessed #gratitude #winning #dreamteam that I was only seventy-two hours earlier . . .


Screw that elevator!


And screw hashtags too.


#screwthem









CHAPTER 1


[image: image]


I hadn’t cried like this in ten years, two hundred and seventeen days and—I looked down at my Apple watch—eight hours. Specific, I know. But the thing that happened ten years, two hundred and seventeen days and eight hours ago, has been seared into me, leaving third-degree burn scars behind that have never faded.


Hey, Frankie, they’d all said with such big smiles.


I wasn’t used to smiles. But I’d wanted them. So badly.


Wanna hang out after school? they’d asked, still smiling.


I’d never been asked to hang. But I’d always wanted to. So, so badly.


Meet us down by the cricket nets. They’d given me high-fives.


I’d never been given high-fives. But I’d wanted them. So, so, so badly . . .


I suppose a girl like me should have known better. I should have known that there would be no more smiles and hanging and high-fives. I should have known that instead there would be taunts and jeers and spit in my “fat, ugly face” before being shoved into the small shed by the sports fields that no one ever went to.


It took my mom a whole night to notice that I was missing—when she’d come home from her shift at the hospital and my bed was still made. It took the police another eight hours to find me after that. Sitting there alone in the dark shed, shivering from the winter cold, hysterical, bloody fingers and broken nails from trying to rip the door open. I should have known.


I looked down at my fingers and picked at the nail that I’d ripped off in the elevator three days ago and sobbed some more. I always wear false nails, I have to. Because since that day in the shed, I’ve bitten them. But I would hate anyone to see that. I needed a distraction, so I jumped up and did ten quick lunges across my hotel room, and then logged the activity into my exercise app—only twelve calories burned. For some reason, this made me cry even more. Surely, surely there was a universal limit to the amount of water that can come pouring out of a person’s eyeballs. I was going to become dehydrated, for heaven’s sake! This wasn’t normal. And there was no app to calculate this either, so I was really freaking out.


But the tears had been gushing on and off at steady intervals for the last three days, as if on a timer. In fact, they were perfectly timed with the movement of my hand reaching for my phone, only to discover what fresh post from hell was waiting for me there. What new number of thumbs downs, mass exodus of friends, lack of likes, like lemmings plunging off a cliff. Or maybe it was all the comments that were cutting me to the quick that were really responsible for the tears . . .


I used to look up to @FitspoFrankie, but now I just feel sorry for her.


@FitspoFrankie is a bitch. Hate her!


Who thinks that @TheKyleWhite101 and @Paige_Dreams_ make a much better #couplegoals #hotspocouple


I hope @FitspoFrankie gets fat again!


Have you ever swallowed a pill while hiccupping? It catches in your throat with a bolt of sharp pain. Chokes you, makes you splutter, and then when it finally goes down, leaves your throat feeling raw and assaulted. That’s what it felt like every single time I went back to my phone. But I couldn’t help it. I kept going back for more punishment. I needed to stop doing this, especially now that the video of me clinging to my car wailing was going viral . . .


@FitspoFrankie hanging onto her car crying is the most pathetic thing I’ve seen all year. #FrankieFreaksOut


Don’t worry @FitspoFrankie, walking will be good for you. LOL #FrankieFreaksOut


@FitspoFrankie is a total loser. #FrankieFreaksOut


I needed a distraction, and lunges weren’t helping. I needed someone to talk to. So I went to WhatsApp and messaged Suzanne, a friend I’d met online. But when I saw the two blue ticks next to my message and didn’t get a response, the need to phone her kicked in. But you can’t just phone someone without first asking them if it’s okay to phone them. I typed her another message.


Can I phone you?


I stared at my new message and my hopes skyrocketed when I saw her typing back. I waited patiently for the moving dots to result in letters, but when they didn’t and the typing stopped and she went offline, my heart sank. She went offline in the middle of a conversation—she might as well have broken up with me like


@TheKyleWhite101 had done. The tears prickled in my eyes and, this time, I did make a call without asking.


“Hey, Jess,” I said, when my very busy-sounding sister answered.


“Frances.” She was the only person in the world who called me that. “What’s up? I’m in the middle of the school run.” She was always in the middle of something. Suburban mom in a Suburban, driving my niece Melissa to her myriad of extramurals, both cultural and sporty, so she would be well-rounded, as Jess was so fond of saying. And Melissa was only two. Jess had gotten married pretty young—high-school sweetheart, of course—and they’d actually conceived Melissa on their honeymoon . . . how perfect!


“I . . . I . . .” I stuttered stupidly and then the tears came.


“Frances, what’s happened?” she asked, sounding more irritated than concerned.


“No one likes me anymore,” I found myself wailing. “They’ve all unfriended me.”


I heard a sigh. A long, loud, protracted one. “I really don’t have time for this now. Isn’t there someone else you can call? One of your Facebook, Twittery friends or whatever you call them?” she asked, not bothering to hide the sarcasm in her voice. Jess had never really understood my “strange online life,” as she called it. She was all about real experiences, with real people, and couldn’t understand why I didn’t agree with her on this. Well, as far as I was concerned, IRL was not all it was cracked up to be.


“I went to the meeting with the lawyer the other day,” I suddenly said, sharing something real with her.


She paused. “That must have been difficult. What happened?” I sensed true sympathy in her voice this time.


“Well, I almost plunged to my death in an elevator afterwards, that’s what happened.”


I heard another sigh. I could tell she had now gone from feeling sympathy, to something else. She didn’t believe me. She was always accusing me of blowing things out of proportion. I’d once had the courage to share with her how I’d felt as a child growing up. How I’d felt utterly worthless, always standing in her perfect shadow. She’d said I was being dramatic and exaggerating.


“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said rather flatly.


I peered into my bag, and the white envelope stared back at me. I hadn’t opened it yet; I guess almost dying in the elevator and then having my entire life blow up had kind of put it on the back burner.


“He left me an envelope though. It’s white.”


“What’s inside?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” I admitted.


“You should open it.” She sounded so rushed. My sister had always been the one person who still made me feel like a nobody, despite my followers telling me that I wasn’t. Well, in light of recent events, maybe she’d been right all along.


“Kyle broke up with me,” I moaned into the phone.


There was another pause. She’d never really liked Kyle. She’d once called him a narcissistic user. But that was only because she didn’t understand the nature of our relationship. It’s more complicated when you’re in the public eye and people turn to you for motivation and inspiration.


“Look, I’m sorry he broke up with you and you lost all your . . . friends. Although it’s not really a surprise—I’ve always said that guy was no good. But I really don’t have time for this now, Frances. I have a parent–teacher conference and then I have to make cookies for the bake sale so I can’t deal with you now.”


Deal with me?


I nodded. I could see that speaking to my sister was pointless, it wouldn’t give me what I was looking for, even though I didn’t really know what I was looking for. I momentarily thought of phoning my mother, but I had no idea where she might be. Cruising the Caribbean? The Greek islands? Who knew? I was happy she’d found love again and was cruising the world with him—Dan, the retired dentist. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, still fighting back tears.


“I really need to go!” she said again.


“Sure,” I said. “Give Melissa a hug for me—” The line went dead. She’d hung up on me. I looked down at the phone in my hand and as I did, the notifications on the screen started screaming at me again. I shoved the phone under my pillow, hiding it from sight, and reached for the nearest thing I could find to occupy my hands. A newspaper. God, I don’t think I’d held a newspaper in, well, forever. Did they still make newspapers? With paper and ink. Doesn’t everyone get their news from BuzzFeed?


I flipped the paper open. It was so stiff, cumbersome and hard to handle; why would anyone want to get their news from this? Why would anyone want to turn pages when they could scroll? I flipped randomly, peeping every now and then at my pillow which was lighting up with notifications, like dominoes. They came fast and steady, one after the other. The pillow was vibrating now, as if it was possessed.


“Oh my God, oh my God!” I turned the pages faster in panic, in an attempt to sweep it all away. With each notification my heart beat faster because I knew the whole world was turning on me. I couldn’t bear the feeling. It crawled over my skin—sickly and sweaty and moist. I gave the paper a massive swat and that’s when I saw it. The headline grabbed me immediately. I leaned in and started reading.




Quietest Town in South Africa


For most of us, seeing that no-signal sign on our phones is our worst nightmare. But for the 789 residents of Springdorp in the Karoo, having no phone signal is a part of everyday life. In fact, the residents of this small town have never had cell-phone signal before. Let alone Wi-Fi.





“What?” I widened my eyes and pulled the article right up to my face.




The town of Springdorp and the 100 square kilometer radius that surrounds the town, is a radio quiet zone, just one of a few places in the world like it. The reason for the radio silence is its proximity to ASO, the African Skies Observatory, home to the biggest radio astronomy observatory in Africa. Signals from cell phones, Wi-Fi and even from the radio interfere with the sensitive equipment as it listens to exploding stars on the farthest reaches of the known universe.





Taking a few moments to digest this information, I laid the newspaper down on the table and straightened it out.




But residents say they don’t mind the quiet. In fact, they wouldn’t want it any other way. They love the peace and tranquility that the town affords them, which really gives them an opportunity to get to know their neighbors. “People here make real connections,” one resident said. “This is our little paradise and we wouldn’t change a thing about it.”





I stopped reading and sat back in my chair. A strange feeling washed over me in slow and steady swells. It was so hard to describe that I bet my mood-tracking app didn’t even have a category for it! The feeling started at my head, ran the length of my back and legs and then sort of trickled out of my toes. Each swell became stronger and stronger until it hit me all at once like a massive wave. A tsunami of sudden understanding.


I jumped to my feet. This was what I needed. A place to fully escape my cell-phone hell and switch off. A place where I could be completely anonymous. A place to hide from everything that was going on in my life right now! A place where the beeping insults and hateful hashtags wouldn’t follow me. A place where I would no longer be tormented by #Kaige, yes, that was their ship name. They had only been a ship for seventy-two hours, and had already been ship-named. I felt nauseous just thinking about it. I’d once tried to ship us, and all I’d come up with was #Krankie. Their ship name was better than ours and, oh God, that gave me such a pain in the ribs.


“Yes!” I said, rushing over to the phone that I’d wanted to avoid. I would rent a car, and I would drive to this town and that’s where I would take refuge until all of this was over. Until they got bored of watching me cling to the bonnet of a car, or crying into the screen, snotty bubbles coming out of my nose, and they moved on to the next big story. And then maybe in a week, a few weeks, maybe even a month, I could re-emerge and #reinvent myself on social media as someone completely new. Someone different. Better! Like a butterfly from a cocoon, I could step out with new, shiny wings. I could start afresh. Maybe I would delete my old accounts and start new ones. Maybe I would start a podcast and dye my hair like an eGirl and do funny sketches on TikTok. I could be funny! The possibilities were infinite and for the first time since leaving that elevator, I felt a little bolt of hope.









CHAPTER 2
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“I’m sorry,” I said looking down at the car, trying to hide my obvious disgust. “Is this the only car you have?”


“Yes,” the man replied.


“You sure?”


The man nodded solemnly.


“You don’t perhaps have another one in the back, or maybe in a storeroom or—”


“Only one!” It sounded like he was getting irritated now. I didn’t blame him. I was starting to sound like a stuck record. But I was also feeling irritated. I’d already been to two car-hire places, both of which had no cars to hire to me. I was itching to get out of Joburg, and the longer I stayed here, the more I felt like I might explode.


“I see.” I tilted my head and looked at it, trying to see if I could find its one redeeming feature. Half a redeeming feature would do.


The man sighed. “Look, in case you haven’t noticed, the big Design Indaba is happening in Joburg, and most car rental places are fully booked. So yes, this is the only car left and you probably won’t find another one anywhere else.”


“It’s very blue,” I stated. “I mean, it’s very, very blue, isn’t it? I’ve just . . . well, I didn’t know a car could be so blue. And what with those big, shiny gold rims—God, they really are big—it certainly makes the blue pop, doesn’t it?”


The guy nodded, and I started walking around the blue beast.


“And as for that, what would you call it on the back? A wing? A canopy?”


“Fin,” he qualified.


“Right. It’s very big. So big and . . . Wow! So high off the trunk. It really protrudes!” I walked around to the front of the car again. “And what would you call that hole on the bonnet, a nostril?” I crouched down and looked at the bottom of the car. “It’s really low to the ground, isn’t it? I don’t think I could get a piece of paper between this oversized bumper—God, this bumper is huge—and the road. It’s almost touching.” I looked over my shoulder at the man behind me. “I suppose you’ll tell me not to drive over bumps in the road?”


He nodded. “That would be preferable.”


“And . . . is this a strip of LED lights on the bumper?” I asked, pointing.


“It gives the car a blue under-glow.”


“Blue! Right. Because this car could use more blue.” And then something else caught my eye. Blue fluffy dice hanging from the mirror.


I heard the man huff, and swiveled to look at him.


“Look, are you going to take the car or not?” He wasn’t bothering to hide his obvious irritation.


I glanced back at it again; it was certainly a strange-looking thing, and under normal circumstances, I would never be seen dead in something like this. But I needed a car and my cute little Mercedes hatchback had been taken away from me.


“And you say it’s available on long-term rental?” I asked.


The man laughed now. “Sure, it’s not like anyone has ever taken it bef—” he stopped and cleared his throat. “Yes, it’s available long term.” And then he turned his head and I thought I heard him mumble, “The longer the better.”


I put my hands on my hips and started nodding. “Okay! I’ll take it for a month. What the hell, right?”


After signing the papers, I was handed the key and a small bag of complimentary mints. I made my way over to the car and tried to open the door.


“You have to press the immobilizer first before you can use the key.” He pointed at the small grey disc in my hand.


“Okay.” I pressed the grey button and the blue lights flashed on and off. “Wow! They are really bright.” I slipped the key into the door and turned. But the second I climbed in, I was hit in the face with the stench. I choked and covered my nose. “What the hell is that?”


“It just needs to be aerated,” he said, taking a step back.


I pinched my nose. It smelled like cheese. Blue cheese. Just my luck! I turned the ignition on so I could wind the windows down and blast the aircon, but almost flew out of my seat when the car screamed to life with a loud and violent roar. “What the . . .”


“Performance exhaust,” the man shouted to me over the sound of the rumbling, popping engine.


I closed the door and wound all the windows down. “Right,” I put the car into drive, “is there anything else I should know about this car before I . . . AAAAAHHH!” I screamed as my foot touched the accelerator and the car flew forward so fast that my head was flung against the blue leather headrest.


“Uh. It’s fast. Did I forget to mention that?” The man was looking a little nervous now. “Ma’am, are you sure you can’t fly to where you’re going?”


“FLY!” I banged my hand on the steering wheel and screamed when the thing let out an ear-shattering honk of epic proportions. “No. I can’t fly there.” I was a bit riled now by this question and the noises the car was making. “If I could fly, why would I be renting the ugliest car in the world!” I had to shout to him over the noise.


The man looked at me curiously. “Okay. Sorry, it’s just that maybe, on second thoughts, you shouldn’t take this car.”


“What?” I stared at him. “Second thoughts? Why didn’t you perhaps have this second thought a few minutes ago while you were having your first thought which was to give me this car?”


“Um, sorry,” the man mumbled under his breath, looking sheepish.


“I need this car; do you understand me? I need this car because my boyfriend broke up with me via IGTV! Can you believe it? And now I need to get away. And I don’t have a car anymore. I don’t have a car because I almost died in an elevator accident four days ago and they took my car away because I said some things I should never have said because I was feeling very emotional. Have you ever had a near-death experience,” I looked down at his name badge, “Dwayne Stevenson?”


Dwayne shook his head.


“Well, it’s very unsettling. It makes you say and do all sorts of things that you come to regret pretty damn quickly, let me tell you.”


“Uh . . . okay.” Dwayne took another step back from the car—I was sure it had nothing to do with the smell this time.


“It’s true what they say, Dwayne, you shouldn’t share everything on social media. Because if you do, you might also find yourself wearing an oversized hat, sitting in a car that smells of blue cheese and planning to drive into the bloody desert! Do you know how hot it is in the desert, Dwayne? Do you know how hot and sweaty you get under a hat like this?” I pointed at my head. Maybe wearing the giant hat had been dramatic overkill, but it felt like everyone in the world was watching me. And I just wanted to disappear.


“Uh . . .” He was really backing away now. “The car is petrol and you might just want to get the windscreen cleaned, since it’s been sitting under a tree for so long, it’s . . .” He paused.


“Covered in bird shit, I can see that, Dwayne.” I looked at the white dollops of crap that were slipping down the glass. I felt a deep connection with the windscreen immediately. I, too, had been shat all over.


“They say it’s good luck,” he quickly added, and then forced a smile.


I swung around and glared at him. “Well, in Denmark they believe throwing plates against your neighbor’s house is good luck, but you wouldn’t want me to do that, would you, Dwayne?” I only knew this tidbit of info because I followed this Danish blogger who took baths in icy water every morning. Do you know how many views she gets for that? Total gimmick, if you ask me. Dwayne gave me one last peculiar look before he turned and walked away. I didn’t blame him for this either—he probably wanted to be as far away from me as possible in case my strange behavior was contagious.


I drove out of the lot. The car jerked back and forth wildly as I tried to control the speed and braking. It roared and screamed at me every time I put my foot on the accelerator, as if it wanted to take off at warp speed, and then groaned loudly as I pressed the brake, as if it was pissed off with me that I hadn’t allowed it to. It was going back and forth so much that I was sure I would get whiplash, and the blue dice were swinging so much that they almost hit me in my face. I grabbed them, wound the window down and, without a moment’s hesitation, tossed them out. I heard a yell and looked to see a pedestrian swatting them out the way as they hit her.


“It’s good luck,” I screamed as I drove away.









CHAPTER 3
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I’d been driving for five hours already, and it had taken me at least three to figure out how to drive this car at a normal speed without unintentionally breaking land-speed records. I’d also had to fill this thirsty, blue beast up with petrol already! But now my ears were aching from the noise of the thing. It sounded like a racecar tearing around a track, and I couldn’t fathom how anyone could drive like this. I passed Bloemfontein and the Free State, and was soon heading out onto the open road that led into the Cape. A spray of pink and white Cosmos stretched out on the sides of the road, the South African signal that we were going into autumn. I’ve always loved Cosmos. I remember one Easter holiday we’d stopped to pick some, and then put them in a vase later that day. But the sad thing about Cosmos is you can’t keep them beautiful; as soon as they’re picked, they begin to die. I always thought that was so sad.


But the vegetation and scenery started to change as I drove into the Northern Cape, deeper into the Karoo desert. The sun was beating down on me, so hot that a rippling haze had formed at the horizon. The land around me was flat. Not a tree, not a building, not an anything rose up to break the desolate flatness. Bleak. That was the only way to describe it. Hot and bleak and far, far away. I hadn’t seen a car for hours and this place felt like the loneliest, most remote place in the entire world. I felt so alone out here, driving in the blue cheese, that I wasn’t surprised when the salty prick of tears formed in the corners of my eyes and I felt one trickle down my face. I wiped it away with the back of my hand and pushed on. But another half an hour later I needed to pee. Badly.


I pulled my phone out, ignoring all the blue notifications, and went straight to Google Maps. I typed in “Petrol Station” and waited for Maps to present me with the nearest one. But when it returned the result, my shoulders slumped. It was three hours away. At the town I was headed to. That’s how in the middle of nowhere I really was. I was in no-man’s nowhere land. A place where petrol stations and pitstops were about as few and far between as trees. And now I was going to be forced to pee on the side of the road.


The road was single lane—it had no emergency lane and the sun had warped its surface so badly that it was falling apart at the edges. Simply crumbling away on the sides and falling into little piles of sand and rocks. I needed to pull over, but the blue cheese wasn’t built for any kind of off-roading, and one of those small stones was sure to rip the bumper clean off. Since I hadn’t seen a car in hours, I took my chances and stopped in the middle of the road. I dug through my handbag for a tissue or something to make this roadside pee experience as pleasant as possible. My fingers brushed past the white envelope and I paused on it momentarily, a lump forming in my throat.


Should I open it?


I pulled the envelope out and held it up to the light, hoping to get a sense of what was inside. But the paper was thick and no matter how many times I angled it, I couldn’t see more than a vague outline of something.


“Whatever!” I pushed the envelope back into my bag because it was making me feel . . . feel what? I opened the mood-tracking app on my phone and started scrolling.


Angry. Annoyed. Anxious. Apathetic. Blah. Calm. Confused. Confident. Content. Cute. Depressed. Eager . . .


I sighed. All of the above. None of the above. The stuff in between? Maybe there wasn’t a name for the emotions I was feeling at the moment, or maybe they were spinning and cycling so quickly that from one moment to the next I didn’t know what I was feeling. A sudden sharp pain in my bladder told me that I’d ignored it for far too long, so I reached back into my bag and pulled something out. Purena Moisturizing Facial Wipes.


“Mmmm.” I turned the package over in my hands and read the ingredients. Not that I knew what any of them were, or whether they posed a serious threat to my lady parts. Not that that was necessarily a problem either, because that area wasn’t going to be getting much action anytime soon . . .


I paused, lowering the packet of facial wipes, trying hard to remember the last time that @TheKyleWhite101 and I’d had sex. I honestly couldn’t remember. It’s not like our relationship wasn’t filled with romance, though. We were very romantic! Very!


There was that time we went to a game lodge and took those photos of ourselves in the Jacuzzi, sipping champagne together. God, that had been a difficult picture to take because of the lighting and the soapy bubbles. But it had been soooo worth it: 10,000 likes!


And then there was that time we’d put red and white variegated rose petals on our bed. We’d made a giant heart with them and lain in the middle of it wearing matching fluffy white bathrobes and slippers. That photo had gotten 12,000 likes. So, it’s not like we weren’t romantic, but, still, I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had sex . . . or kissed, for that matter. Really kissed. Not just kissed for the camera, which we often did. Photos of him kissing me on the cheek cheekily got lots of likes, especially if I pulled a silly, cute face and made a peace sign. But it had been ages since we’d kissed. You know, the kind of kiss that melts your kneecaps and gives you pterodactyls in your stomach.


I sat there for a moment, looking down at the facial wipes and running over the relationship in my mind. The urge to look at my phone was overwhelming again. I wanted to know what #Kaige were doing so badly that my fingers tingled. This was the longest time in years I hadn’t posted anything on social media. Usually by this time of the day I would have Tweeted something inspirational and carefully crafted, choosing an appropriate and trending hashtag to accompany it. I would have Instagrammed my breakfast and some of my workout, today was #DumbbellDay after all. Kyle and I would already be thinking of a couple post for the evening, and I would have done some kind of cute Snap, and would be preparing for my weekly vlog. But it had been four days since I’d posted anything, and that feeling was almost unbearable. I’d been thinking nonstop about posting. Especially today. Under normal circumstances I might have taken an ironic photo of the car for Insta, #uglycars. I might have posted a time-lapse video of me driving through the Karoo. I might have Tweeted about feeling such a sense of peace in the great, vast expanse (even though that was a lie), and then Snapped a fun photo of myself on the side of the deserted road with a cute bunny ear filter. And maybe, for humor’s sake, I might have also done a whole Need a toilet stop but don’t have tissues! Think it’s okay to use #Purena #facial wipes? (I tag them in case they want to do a brand collab with me.) #methinking #girlproblems #roadtrip


My shoulders slumped. The feeling of emptiness in the pit of my stomach was acute, huge and vast, like a sinkhole pulling everything into it. But I couldn’t dwell, my bladder felt like it was going to explode. I climbed out of the car, not bothering to shut the front door, and made my way to the side of the road. I looked around. Not another car in sight. I would have to do it quickly though. And so I did.


But just when I’d finished, Purena face-wiped and all (which I must say was actually rather refreshing), I felt a definite, looming presence. Someone, or something, was watching me. The feeling was so strong, so overwhelming, that I didn’t second-guess it. This was not in my imagination, and so I jumped up, pulled up my panties and looked around. I swung my head from side to side, my stomach bubbling with panic and my heart racing.


Something was there.


And it was watching me!









CHAPTER 4
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“Hellooo . . . Who’s there . . .?” I scanned the sides of the road . . . no one. Not a car, not a person, not an insect as far as I could see. I looked behind me. Still nothing. I felt the sudden need to arm myself, but all I had was a packet of facial wipes and the car key. I held the key in my hand, pointy side out—not that it would inflict any kind of a significant wound should I need to defend myself. Maybe a small poke at best. But I gripped it nonetheless and tiptoed along the side of the car. I could feel I was getting closer to whatever was there. I could feel it in the air, some unspoken communication was happening between us. I knew that it was there, and it knew I was there. We knew. I carried on tiptoeing and when I finally reached the front of the car . . .


“Oh God!” I jumped onto the bonnet so quickly that I must have grown wings. I scurried up the windscreen, breaking a wiper as I went, and half pulled myself onto the roof. My heart was beating in my throat as I looked at the thing standing in front of my car.


It was huge.


It was huge and black.


It was huge and black and had one big, yellow eyeball fixed on me.


It was huge and black and had one big, yellow eyeball fixed on me and a massive tooth sticking out of the side of its mouth.


Oh God. I didn’t want to die. And certainly not at the hands of this big, black dog that was staring at me with its one eye . . . Where was his other eye? I wanted an open coffin when I was dead. I wanted to be beautiful in death. I’ve worked too hard in this life to be thin and beautiful, and I didn’t want to die mangled and ugly. Is that too much to ask? I took a deep breath and tried to relax a little; can’t they smell fear?


“Hey, doggy, doggy, doggy,” I whispered sweetly.


“WOOF!” it replied loudly, a long trail of spit dripping through the big open gap on one side of its mouth where it had the worst snaggletooth I’d ever seen. And then something happened. The beast and I locked eyes—well, eye and eyes or whatever you would call it—and I swear it was trying to look into me. Trying to scan my insides with its one yellow eye. We stared at each other for a while. Locked in some kind of stare-down, like we couldn’t pull away if we tried, and then it stepped towards the car. I closed my eyes tightly and shook my head.


“Please don’t bite me, please don’t bite me,” I repeated over and over again with my eyes tightly shut, as if closing them would somehow minimize the pain of those huge teeth sinking into me! I don’t know how long I stayed like that, eyes closed, perched on the windscreen, hanging on for dear life, but, finally, I forced my eyes open. And when I did, he was gone. Gone!


I whirled my head around again, left to right, front to back. No sign of him. Unless he was under the car, ready to nip at my ankles with his horrible snaggletooth. I looked over the side of the car, hoping to get a sense of his whereabouts, but couldn’t. Okay, I would have to do this quickly. I would have to slide off the bonnet, climb into the front seat—the door was still open which would make it easier—and then drive away. I could do this, in 3, 2, 1 . . .


In one swift movement, moving faster than I think I’d ever moved, I jumped off the bonnet, climbed into the front seat and slid the key into the ignition. It didn’t start. Shit! Immobilizer! I looked down at the key ring, and it was no longer there. I looked out the windscreen and there it was, right in the middle of the bonnet, glaring at me. I glanced around again for the dog, but like something that had never actually been there in the first place, it had disappeared. Just to be safe though, I didn’t climb out of the car. Instead, I climbed out the open window and reached around with my arm, grabbing the little grey thing as quickly as I could. I pressed the button, turned the key and then skidded off, leaving an impressive dust cloud behind me. When I was a little way away, I slowed down and looked in my side mirrors. The dog had completely vanished and for a moment it made me question if I’d really seen it. Maybe I was hallucinating under the hot, desert sun. Was I? Honestly, I wasn’t sure I knew the answer to that question anymore.


I pulled my phone out and went back to my mood-tracking app.


I pressed the crazy face emoji.


Then I pressed the confused face emoji.


And then a cold shiver ran up my spine and made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle.


Scared emoji.


I was definitely feeling scared.









CHAPTER 5
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Three hours of driving later, I stopped my car and looked at the sign in front of me. It stared back at me, with a kind of ominousness foreboding. As if it were threatening me, or pointing an accusatory finger at me.




You are entering a radio quiet zone.


The use of cell phones, radios and Wi-Fi are strictly prohibited by the law.





I couldn’t believe it had come to this. That I was willingly entering a small town in the middle of an actual desert that had no internet and no way of getting it. Was I that desperate? Had my life really spun so far out of control that I was willing to do this?


I looked down at my cell phone. There were red and blue notifications signs everywhere. Twitter, Snapchat, Insta, Facebook, all lit up like Christmas trees, flickering lights, waiting for me. Beckoning me. Usually those notifications filled me with joy and a sense of excitement, but now they simply struck ice-cold terror into my veins. I closed my eyes and thought about it all for a second. About what had happened to me over the last few days. How had it all gone so wrong? And then I opened them again, and took a long, slow, deep breath. I had to do this. I pulled the mirror down to look at myself. I was a mess. I was never a mess. I always strived for perfection.


I reached into my bag and pulled out a hairbrush and my bulging make-up bag. I freed my bleached blonde hair from the messy bun it had been confined to for the past four days. It tumbled down to my shoulders looking wavy and unruly. Brushing it just made it worse, because now it was poodle puffy too. My natural hair is mousy brown and curly. But I’d been bleaching and straightening it for the past two years. @TheKyleWhite101 preferred it like that—he said it was better for our personal brand, and looked good in pictures with him, since he’s also blond. I gave up on the brushing and put my hair back into a bun, this time taking care to make it less like a bird’s nest. I unzipped my make-up bag and tipped the contents onto the seat next to me. It filled the entire space. Doing my make-up in the morning usually takes at least forty minutes. I have to conceal and contour and bake and blend and highlight and that’s just the foundation. Today, looking at myself in the mirror, I just didn’t have the strength to do it. I needed to at least get rid of the freckles, though. At least contour the sides and tip of my nose. And put some highlighter on the cupid’s bow of my lips, because without all that . . . well, I’m pretty ordinary. I’d discovered the transformative power of make-up some years ago, and then learned everything I could via YouTube tutorials. Make-up has the power to turn the ordinary into the extraordinary, and I need that. Brown curly hair, brown eyes, brown freckles, a rounded face lacking cheekbones and non-pouty lips. That was all I had on offer really, until I put make-up on. So, I gave myself a quick makeover and looked a million times better, if I do say so myself. Then I placed my phone on the dashboard of the car carefully, looked at the road in front of me, and drove forward. Slowly. Very slowly. I inched my way towards the sign, glancing down at my phone, watching and waiting. Waiting for the signal to die, waiting for that dreaded “no signal” exclamation mark to light up my screen, waiting for it to all finally come to an end. But when it did, even though I was expecting it, I hadn’t expected the intense rush of emotions that flooded me.


I pulled over onto the side of the road and took my phone in my shaking hands. And then I held it to my chest and wept. I don’t know why exactly I was crying, and I didn’t even have my app to tell me. But it had something to do with the fact that, to me, this little palm-shaped lump of wires and glass and metal and buttons, had been my everything for years. It had taken me out of the lonely place when I didn’t think it was possible for a human to feel any lonelier. It had given me friends, status, fame, a whole life, a network that I could plug into twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, from anywhere in the world . . . except here. But then, just like that, like some fickle beast, it had turned on me. Blown up in my face and now . . . now I had to turn it off.


It was already eight p.m. when I arrived at the only hotel in town and checked in. I lay on the bed, looked up at the ceiling and watched the lonely fan going round and round and round, like some kind of hypnotic thing. It had been dark by the time I’d arrived—except for the ridiculous blue light that illuminated the road beneath my car, making it look like some futuristic UFO—so I hadn’t really had much of a chance to look around, other than the few things I’d seen on the main road. My only concern had been getting to a bed, a place where I could lie flat on my back and rest.


I’d driven for eight hours straight and I was exhausted. Physically, emotionally, and also on some other level that I wasn’t even sure I understood yet, and probably never would, since I couldn’t check Google to find out. I turned over on the bed and looked at my phone. I had placed it on the side table to charge, like I always did. At night it usually came alive. Lighting up with DMs and likes and comments. I liked falling asleep to that, knowing that while I was sleeping, people were still there. But this time the phone was not lighting up. It was just . . . dead. For the first time in its life it really was just a lump of metal and wires and glass.


I sat up and sighed. I needed a distraction. This silence was too damn deafening. I reached into my bag to pull out my AirPods, only to realize I’d left them in a rucksack on the backseat of my car. I moaned loudly and made my way out again. The hotel I was staying at was old—the plaque at the reception said 1899. The architecture—not that I was some architectural expert (but I did have a very popular Pinterest board of interesting buildings)—was a mixture of Cape Dutch and Victorian. Some of the antiques in the room looked like they were actually from the 1800s and had been perfectly preserved and refurbished. A wooden wash-basin stand with a ceramic jug, an antique bedside table, and what looked like original black and white tiling in the bathroom with one of those old baths with claws. All in all, not really my taste, I preferred a more boho-chic vibe—it really photographs well for Insta—but I could still appreciate this. I walked out into the small street where I’d parked the blue cheese. I pressed the immobilizer and the blue lights under the car flickered on and off. #cringe. I opened the backseat and was just about to reach in when . . .


“Oh my God! How did you . . . What . . . CRAP!” I raced to the other side of the road, tripping over my feet as I went, and took cover behind a tree. My terrified heart thumped in my chest, pouring pure adrenalin into my veins. I stuck my head around the tree and looked back at my car. The faint overhead light was illuminating the horror in the backseat.


“You!” I hissed, squinting at the dog who’d clearly hitched a bloody ride with me. And he was not a dog you wanted hitching rides. This dog looked like it came straight from the fiery pits of hell.


“Rrruuufff,” Satan’s snaggletoothed helper yapped back at me.


“Out! Shoo. Go away. Out.” I waved my arm at the thing, but he just cocked his head to the side and looked at me out of his one eye. God, he was an ugly mutt. Not something you would ever post on social media. Those influencers who post photos of their dogs and cats are smart. People like dogs. People like cats. They like dogs chasing their tails and getting confused when their owners disappear behind blankets. They like cats that fall off things and jump when they see cucumbers. But this dog . . . No! Nobody would like him, least of all me.


“Get out of here,” I shouted across the road, but he didn’t move.


“OUT!” I yelled, and this time, he climbed out the car. He stood there. Staring at me. Still as a statue.


Fear filled me. Tearful, panicky fear.


“Go away!” I jumped out from behind the tree and flapped my arms, hoping that would intimidate him. But it didn’t. He was the biggest, blackest, meanest-looking devil dog I’d ever seen. If this dog was a person, he’d be one of those mean, tattooed-faced guys from a late-night mugshot—not that hot one that went viral and became a model—but the kind that if you looked into his eyes for too long, your blood curdled.


“What do you want from me?” I whimpered at him.


“Everything okay?” I heard a voice and whipped around. An older couple were looking at me.


“Who were you talking to, dear?” the old lady asked.


“That dog.” I pointed. “It won’t leave me alone.”


They both turned in the direction I was pointing. Their faces were still for a while, and then they frowned.


“What dog, dear?” It was the little crouched-over man who spoke this time.


“That one.” I turned and looked at the empty spot in the road where Snaggletooth had been only seconds ago, but he was gone. Again! I looked up and down the street like I had last time. Nothing.


“He was just there!” I said defensively. I didn’t want them thinking I was seeing things.


They smiled at me. “Good night,” the old woman said, before they both walked away.


I turned back to my car. The backdoor was still open, but the dog was gone. And for the second time that day, I had the same thought.


Was there even a dog? Was I hallucinating? And if I was, what did it mean? And, oh crap, I so needed Google right now to find out.









CHAPTER 6
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I woke up the next morning, rolled over and reached for my phone. I yawned, all warm and comfy and cuddly. I had slept well and felt relaxed as I lay in the bed. I opened Facebook, my usual morning ritual, to flip through the news while I woke. It’s important for someone like me, a public figure, to know what’s going on in the world, so I can make appropriate social commentary when necessary. Like when Notre Dame Cathedral burned down and I changed my profile picture to have that French flag filter. I scrolled a little, but nothing new came up on my feed. I kept scrolling. Still nothing new. I had seen this a few days ago. Why was my news feed not updating?


“Shit!” I sat up in bed and looked around. I really was here. This wasn’t a bad dream . . . I was in Springdorp, in the middle of the desert, in the only hotel in town, with no internet. I sighed loudly and flopped back down in bed. And then I remembered why I was here, and that same feeling hit me in my stomach. Icy at first. Then hot. I climbed out of bed and paced a few times.


My morning routine was disturbed, and I felt wildly unsettled. There were certain things I did in the morning when I woke up: check Facebook first, then Insta, Twitter, then check my emails, WhatsApp. Then go to my list app to see what I had planned for the day. Log my mood. Start the pedometer to count my steps. Then go to the app that planned my social media posts, my app that prioritized my daily, weekly and yearly goals, my motivational app that provided me with thoughtful daily motivation, the app that tracked my heart rate; I might even check the weather for the week to start thinking about the kinds of outfits I could wear for my posts, and then, if there was time, spend some time interior-designing a room . . . but I needed the internet for all of those.


“Shit!” I paced some more. Everything felt wrong. I felt like I was free-falling. All the things that held me together and kept me in place were gone. And I needed to be kept in place. For most of my life I had felt out of control, and it wasn’t until I decided to lose weight that I finally understood the importance of control. The importance of routine and repetition and all the small things that I did every single day that kept me focused and made me feel calm. And now all of that was gone, and I felt like I was falling apart.


Screw that elevator!


This had been the elevator’s fault. If I hadn’t run late for that shoot, I would still be with @TheKyleWhite101. We would be happy and I would still have my car and my followers and I wouldn’t have made such an embarrassing public spectacle of myself, and I would not be here in this dark and dingy room with no bloody internet feeling like I was quickly unraveling. I walked over to the window and flung the curtains and—


“Youuuuuu,” I rasped, dragging the word out as I caught the dark, lurking figure on the opposite side of the road. He was sitting there right by my car, as if he’d been there the whole time—which really made me question my mind. He was looking at my room, waiting and watching like a creepy little stalker. I mustered my courage and walked over to the door. I flung it open, but it hit the wall and then came flying back towards me and hit my arm.


“Crap! Ouch,” I winced and looked down at my arm. A small cut had appeared and it was bleeding. I rushed to the bathroom and ran water over the cut and then dabbed it with some tissue paper. But then, I froze . . .


I turned slowly. He was sitting in my doorway now.


I grabbed onto the bathroom door, ready to slam it if he came rushing towards me. Only he didn’t. He stood up and started wagging his tail. I wondered if this was some kind of ploy to lure me into thinking he was a nice dog. I didn’t trust that tail wag at all. And when he stepped towards me, I slammed the bathroom door shut. I stayed there for at least five minutes before I opened it and peered outside. And when I did, I wasn’t surprised to find him mysteriously disappeared once more.


I went to breakfast at around ten a.m. I’d spent an hour doing my make-up and straightening my hair—I needed to play out at least one of my usual morning routines to make me feel somewhat normal. But, even so, I was feeling anything but normal by the time I dragged myself there. Breakfast was one of those buffet vibes. Sausages, mushy scrambled eggs, bacon and mushrooms—nothing that looked Insta-worthy at all. Usually breakfast for me was a two-hour affair. I would wake up early to make it, usually a smoothie bowl. Do you know how competitive the #smoothiebowl art world is on Instagram? Getting likes takes hours of planning; cutting your fruit into cute heart shapes and placing it together perfectly with edible flowers, sprinkled chai seed patterns and then lighting it and getting just the right shot at just the right angle!


But lately it had been getting harder and harder to get likes. I mean, this one girl was making bloody unicorns out of frozen yoghurt. And this other vegan blogger was making her bowl look like a beach scene with turtles made of fruit on a beach of granola next to a swirling green and blue spirulina smoothie sea, for heaven’s sake! It was no longer enough to put frozen berries on your smoothies, and that’s why I’d been thinking of going keto—you can do a lot with an avo, you know!


I looked down at the pile of food on my plate; it didn’t look appetizing at all, and a sudden need came over me. The need was so strong it was hard to resist. I tapped my fingers on the table and bit my lip, trying to push the need back down. But I couldn’t. I took my phone out of my handbag and tapped it against the palm of my hand—this was usually something that calmed me. But not this time. It only made the need so much worse. So much more intense, too hard to resist. So. Bloody. Hard! I couldn’t fight it any longer, and I wasn’t going to.


I reached for another plate and started putting the food onto it in a more Insta-worthy way. Lining the bacon up by size, smallest to biggest, trying to make the mushrooms into something that resembled art. The sausage, I had to confess, was not photogenic at all. It was fat and oozing and its porky skin had burst open on one side, displaying its insides like a mass of intestines. I moved the decorative vase of wildflowers closer to my plate, hoping it would distract from the sausage. I looked around the room for something, anything, to make this breakfast shot better.


There were only two other people in the restaurant, and I recognized them as the couple I’d met last night. I tried not to make eye contact with them as I rushed over to one of the free tables and grabbed another small vase of wildflowers. I put my plate in the middle of the table, wildflowers flanking it on both sides, salt and pepper shaker on the right, a napkin tossed next to the plate—it took me ages to get that napkin just right. To make it looked tossed, but in a perfect, pretty way.
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