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			Chapter One
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			I glance at the time on the microwave and smother a yawn. It’s 6:20. I’m tired and I’m hungry.

			Ironically, one of the golden rules of food vlogging is: never film on an empty stomach. It makes you rush through the recipe because you want to eat the food already! But there’s never enough time to film and eat a proper breakfast before I have to leave for school. That doesn’t stop Aunt Jane from insisting we record in the mornings. Thanks to another golden rule of food vlogging: film in natural light when possible. Apparently, it results in more vibrant colours.

			I ignore the growing pinch of hunger in my stomach and read today’s script to camera for the second time this morning.

			‘Hi, and welcome to Becca Bakes. Because you’ve asked for them, today we’re making delicious Malteser Cupcakes. For this super yummy recipe, you’ll need 95 grams of self-raising flour, five grams of cocoa powder and 25 grams of malty Milo …’

			I list all the ingredients on the kitchen bench in front of me, which Mum prepared earlier this morning. I then follow up with step-by-step recipe instructions. Aunt Jane seems happy with this take. Shocker! She’s rarely happy with anything under three takes. But no sigh of relief for me yet – we now need to do the sequence sprucing our current collaboration partner.

			‘These cupcake pans are a game-changer.’ I point at the trays. ‘With silicone around the top and metal in the tray, you get the best of both –’

			‘No, Becca, no!’ Aunt Jane cuts in from behind the side-angle camera. ‘It’s metal around the top and silicone in the tray. Do it again.’ She waves at me to get back into place. ‘And this time with extra smile and pep. This is an important collaboration account.’

			‘Don’t be so hard on her,’ Mum says, sneaking me a quick bite of some peanut butter toast. Her gaze brushes the dark circles under my eyes. She frowns. ‘The promo gallery event you organised on a school night ran late.’

			After which I still had to finish some Maths homework. But I don’t bother explaining. Aunt Jane isn’t interested in anything school-related unless it can be hashtagged and typed up into a catchy socials post: #BakingIsLife #Bakefluencer #DessertGoals.

			I suck in a steadying breath and turn to the camera. ‘These cupcake pans are a game-changer.’ I pick up the tray and muster up the best smile I can manage this early in the morning. ‘With metal around the top and silicone in the tray, you get the best of both baking worlds.’

			

			Aunt Jane makes me do another two takes – double shocker! – before we move on to some baking ‘action’ shots of me mixing and pouring ingredients. When I leave for school, Mum will go through the whole cupcake baking process again to get the close-up sequences we need before heading to work at the patisserie. Then Aunt Jane will cobble the final vlog post together from all the different videos. Anything else we might need will be filmed when I get home from school. Which reminds me …

			‘I’ll be home late today. I need to stay back to work on my English assignment,’ I say, grabbing the second slice of the peanut butter toast from Mum’s plate. ‘Then Sophie has asked me to go over to her place. She wants help planning her birthday party,’ I add between bites.

			Aunt Jane looks up from the video footage she’s going over. ‘Well, you can’t stay back. We’ll need to re-film the sponsor section this afternoon. It’s still no good.’ She throws her hands up in the air. ‘But you can go to Sophie’s as soon as we finish.’

			I’m peeved about having to do the sponsor section a fifth time, but I’d rather work on my essay than do the birthday planning. Sophie and her mum run Sophie’s World, a hugely popular fashion and lifestyle vlog with over two million followers. Which means birthday party planning will be a socials content grab. I get enough of that at home. But I really do need to work on my English essay.

			I look over at Mum. ‘The essay’s due in a couple of days and I’m way behind,’ I plead.

			Mum angles her head, considering. ‘Work on your essay after school. We’ll have enough time to film the short segment when you get home,’ she says and starts measuring out the cupcake ingredients again for the close-up filming.

			Aunt Jane’s lips flatten in disapproval. ‘Do I have to remind both of you that being successful online is all about the views and that means posting regular, quality content? Unfortunately, our content isn’t getting the views it used to,’ she says, positioning the camera over the bench top. When she’s happy with the angle, she looks back at me. ‘We need to think of a new strategy, a new brand.’ She frowns and crosses her arms. ‘Priorities, Becca. You need to make sacrifices to do the things you love.’

			That’s just it. Do I still love it? The constant content planning and promo events? The lack of sleep and social life, and privacy? And then there are the growing number of comments saying how much better the vlog was with cute spatula-wielding toddler Becca or a recipe-reciting tween Becca instead of a too-big-for-her-skin, pimple-sprouting 15-year-old Becca.

			I catch Mum’s eye as she measures out the last of the ingredients. I know what I used to love – when it was just the two of us baking. Trying out new recipes to sell at Le Petit Gateau. No scripts, no cameras.

			No content.

			I turn and blink away the sting in my eyes. ‘I promise I’ll be home in time to re-film what we need to,’ I say and slip out of the kitchen. I grab my schoolbag from my room, check that I’ve packed my notebook, and head out of our apartment.

			Then I’m in the elevator and I can finally breathe.
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			As soon as the elevator doors close, I dig in my bag for my notebook. We live on the 14th floor, so the ride to ground level won’t take long. It doesn’t give me much time, but I need to get some of the words out of my head and onto paper …

			I’m tired and hungry
But need to feed the Monster first
It’s never full, this starving beast
With a yawning pixel pit for a stomach
It’s constantly
Craving
Content
No recipe will satisfy
It’s wired and hungry
It wants you to Like. Comment. Subscribe.
It needs you to Like. Comment. Subscribe.
Whatever you do, don’t leave the Monster hungry
So …
LIKE.
COMMENT.
SUBSCRIBE?

			The elevator stops on the fifth floor. The doors open. I snap my notebook shut.

			

			Celeste steps in. We smile a half-hearted ‘hello’ at each other. She’s in my English class, but we don’t really talk at school. She’s part of the Extended Maths and Chess Club crowd, and I’m part of the … well, no-time-for-regular-friends influencer crowd.

			Sophie is really the only friend I have. Although sometimes I wonder if I can even call her a friend. Our online platforms are the only thing we have in common but, unlike me, Sophie doesn’t seem to mind all her time and interests revolving around her influencing.

			The doors ding shut. The elevator descends. Celeste and I stand next to each other in awkward silence. We rarely head to school at the same time.

			Fourth floor.

			She slips her bag off her shoulder and unzips it.

			Third floor.

			I sneak a sideways glance her way. She rummages around in her bag, pulls out her copy of Lord of the Flies, wedges it under her arm, then rummages around in her bag some more.

			

			Second floor.

			Lots of coloured Post-it notes stick out of her copy of the novel. She’s probably not struggling with the English essay we’ve been assigned like I am.

			First floor.

			Maybe I should ask her if she wants to work on it togeth –

			Ground floor.

			The doors open and, with a barely-there bye, Celeste rushes out of the elevator.

			Too late.

			Who am I kidding, anyway? We might be in the same English class and live in the same building, but I doubt Celeste and I have anything else in common. Even if we did, I’ll probably never find out. People assume I’m some stuck-up social media celebrity who doesn’t want to waste time hanging out with normal people my age. The truth is I don’t have the time.

			I sigh and slip my notebook into the side pocket of my bag. Then I follow Celeste out of our apartment building and to school.

			

			Chapter Two
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			I break the bad news to Sophie as soon as I slide in next to her at the start of our Maths lesson.

			‘What do you mean you can’t come over?’ Her perfectly plucked eyebrows scrunch at me.

			‘I’m really sorry.’ Although I’m really not. ‘Aunt Jane wants me home to re-shoot part of this morning’s video. I’ve also got to stay back to work on my English essay,’ I mumble quickly, hoping she doesn’t hear.

			Sophie’s eyebrows shoot up above her suddenly wide eyes. ‘English essay? You’re ditching my birthday planning for the English essay?’

			Dang it, she heard. ‘I’m way behind and it’s due in a couple of days.’ I get busy pulling out my Maths books, avoiding eye contact with her.

			‘Seriously? It’s only a stupid English essay. Totally not important.’ She gives a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘I was going to ask you to bake my birthday cake. I do the party planning, the music, the outfits. You do the cake and heaps of other cool baking. We make it a series of collaboration videos. #BirthdayInspo. It’ll be huge!’ She looks at me expectantly.

			I stare blankly at the books on my table. I can’t think of anything worse than a collaboration video. It’s hard enough getting up in front of the camera on my own, let alone with another influencer. Especially one as ‘peppy’ online as Sophie.

			When I don’t say anything, Sophie leans towards me, her face all serious. ‘Look, Mum and I know your views and followers have been dropping, so we thought a collab could help. Lift your profile a bit. We even spoke about it with your aunt, but if you’d rather not …’ She shrugs and leans back in her chair. ‘Suit yourself.’

			Aunt Jane must wish she was managing Sophie’s platform instead of mine. Priorities, Becca. My aunt’s voice echoes in my head. Collab videos. That’s why Aunt Jane was happy for me to prioritise my birthday planning visit to Sophie’s instead of my English essay.

			‘Thanks, Soph,’ I finally manage to say. ‘I know you’re trying to help, but I really need to get this essay done.’ My aunt might not prioritise my schoolwork, but I do. I’m not going to be an influencer who failed high school.

			And there’s no way I’m doing any collab videos. Over my no-longer-cute, pimple-faced body!
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			I don’t have any other classes with Sophie that day so I don’t need to worry about seeing her unimpressed face until tomorrow. The rest of the day goes quickly and I head to the library straight after school to work on my essay.

			There’s an empty table at the back. I get out my laptop and read over the question again: ‘A stick sharpened at both ends.’ Explore what Golding has to say about the nature of evil in Lord of the Flies.

			I didn’t mind this book, but it wasn’t my favourite. A bit too heavy on the description. I prefer a more pared-back writing style. Maybe that’s why I like poetry and verse so much. It manages to say a lot with fewer words. You also don’t have to worry about grammar and punctuation. If only I could write this English assignment in verse!

			Before I know it, words fill my computer screen:

			Under shadows cast by jungle leaves
Innocence meets darkness
Golding’s tale of boys adrift
Tells a warning of descent into
The primal
Beast
Within

			

			‘That’s clever but not the actual assignment,’ a voice says from beside me.

			I turn to find Ms Beaumont, my English teacher, smiling at me.

			My cheeks heat and I quickly tip the lid of my laptop to hide my writing. I don’t know why I’m embarrassed. Ms Beaumont is lovely and an encouraging teacher. But I’m so used to keeping my writing to myself that hiding it is a reflex.

			I smile back at her. ‘I’m just warming up before I get started on the essay.’

			‘That’s pretty good for a warmup.’ She nods at my computer.

			My cheeks heat again. I mumble a quiet ‘thanks’. No one has ever read my writing. It’s always been just for me. It feels weird to share it, but also kind of … good.

			‘Well, if you feel you want to “warm up” some more …’ Ms Beaumont reaches into her bag and pulls out a flyer. ‘You might be interested in this.’ She hands it to me.

			Poet’s Portal it says in a loopy font at the top. ‘Join our online community of verse and poetry scribes!’

			

			I frown up at my teacher. ‘I’m not really a poet. I just, I don’t know … I play around with words. It’s a way to get my thoughts and feelings out of my head, that’s all.’ I shrug and try to hand the flyer back to her.

			She shakes her head, refusing to take it. ‘I’ll be handing them out to everyone in class tomorrow. Good preparation for our next unit on poetry.’ She gives me a pointed smile and turns to leave. ‘Oh, and make sure you sign up with your school email,’ she says, turning back again. ‘Users remain anonymous but it’s for school students only. Online safety and
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