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      BEFORE I TELL YOU EVERYTHING, please do not get the wrong idea. I love school and take my homework seriously.

      Yes, I know I should be listening to the teacher rather than checking social media notifications on my phone during class. But please, do not judge until you hear the entire story. Let’s begin…

      I was innocently sitting at the back of class, paying rapt attention to the lesson while twirling a long, thin braid around a finger, when suddenly, my phone screen exploded with an avalanche of notifications. So, of course, I had to sneak a peek at my latest social media post.

      “What?” I shrieked as I stared at the messages. This was outrageous, unbelievable…

      …and incredible!

      I swiveled in my seat near the back of the classroom and nudged Ester, my best friend since forever. “You’ll never guess—” I began.

      “Your battery died?” Ester asked, not taking her gaze off of the whiteboard full of historical dates related to Kenya’s independence. Little did she realize that actual history was being made at that moment by me.

      “That’ll never happen,” I said and tapped a bright pink, perfectly manicured nail on the power bank resting next to my phone.

      Fortunately, the teacher had not heard my outburst and continued to write names, dates and places, her back to us.

      “I just checked my account,” I said in a softer voice.

      Ester frowned, still not looking at me as she patted her short, thick braids to make sure none were out of place, then smoothed down her already perfectly pressed school uniform. “Jerusha,” she said, “I only agreed to sit at the back of the class because you said you’re more comfortable here. But if you’re going to distract me, I’ll sit at the front next time.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” I said, but clamped down on the excitement bubbling through me. Ester treated school with life-or-death seriousness, even more so now that she had won a university scholarship, and I knew she would abandon me if I continued talking.

      Luckily, I only had to wait a few more minutes for the teacher to dismiss us. The moment we stepped into the crowded hallway, I shoved my phone in front of Ester. “Look at my profile,” I squealed. “Check out these stats!”

      She glanced at my screen, then at me, her expression blank and unimpressed. Sighing, I shook my head. Ester was one of the smartest people I knew, but sometimes, she struggled to understand the most basic rules of social media.

      Distracted, I didn’t notice Leo swaggering out of another classroom until he did a sharp pivot to fall in line with me. An athlete at heart, he was still in his gym clothes — his preferred fashion style — and had recently buzzed his hair to a short stubble. “What’s up, team?” he asked.

      Ester rolled her eyes and continued her quick march through the mingling students and toward the cafeteria. I grinned at Leo. As the captain of Almasi Academy’s famous basketball team, he understood how the real world worked.

      “I’ve been uploading content from our Mount Kenya trip to my Miss No Regrets account,” I explained and held up my phone, showing him my social media feed. “I’ve practically doubled the number of followers and tripled the level of engagements.”

      “Huh,” Leo said, displaying as little enthusiasm as Ester.

      “It’s a big deal,” I said, not willing to give up on him. Ester was a science nerd, but Leo understood the importance of having a strong profile, both online and off.

      Leo shrugged and said, “If you say so.”

      We reached the cafeteria. The excited chatter of hungry students temporarily interrupted our conversation as we stood in line to get our lunch. With our lunches precariously balanced on trays, we jostled through the busy cafeteria to a quiet table in a corner. As soon as we sat down, I held up my phone, pointed to my social media profile page, and tried again.

      “MM doesn’t have nearly this many followers,” I said, “which is totally understandable since she only recently graduated from design school and just started posting a few months ago. The point is, I can help MM by sharing her outstanding designs and influencing how people respond to her launches.”

      “MM who?” Leo asked around a mouthful of ugali and sukuma wiki.

      “Mama Mtindo,” Ester explained. “A fashionista.”

      I gawked at my friends in dismay. “Not just a fashionista,” I argued. “My favorite fashionista. She might become a top Kenyan fashion designer one of these days.”

      “Okay,” Leo said.

      Ester smirked at my annoyance. “Not everyone knows who she is, Jerusha,” she said.

      “Obviously,” I muttered, then glanced at my account again.

      My annoyance at my friends’ lack of enthusiasm melted away when I saw one of my posts gain a few more comments and reposts.

      “Now that you understand,” I continued, “I want you to appreciate how exceptional this is. I’m on my way to becoming the youngest lifestyle influencer in this country, then the region.”

      “Good for you,” Leo said, although he remained focused on a miniature basketball he was bouncing on the table while he ate.

      I snagged the basketball in one hand, held it between thumb and forefinger, and said, “I’m surprised at you, Leo.”

      He stared at me, his fork halfway to his mouth. “Because I’m so surprisingly good at sports?” he asked. “Or because I’m handsome and⁠—”

      “Yuck,” Ester interrupted.

      “Agreed,” I said and tossed the basketball at him. He easily caught it. “And you should understand my excitement because you’re an influencer of sorts, at least with school sports. You must appreciate what it means to grow your account.”

      “Not really,” he said. “I’m not trying to be an influencer. I just want to help everyone feel comfortable in sports, including you and Ester.”

      Ester slid down the bench and away from Leo. “Not happening,” she muttered.

      I tossed my braids over my shoulder and announced, “All that running around isn’t good for my complexion, and your team uniform’s colors don’t work with my personal color palette.”

      “I tried,” Leo said.

      “Imagine how much more influence you’d have if you had a larger following,” I urged. “More followers means more people signing up to the teams and wearing those horrible colors.”

      “Meaningful influence happens by helping your community,” Leo said, “not making them your followers.”

      “Now I’m surprised,” Ester said, studying Leo. “It seems our sports captain is a poet at heart.”

      “Ugh,” Leo said and made a face.

      “I’m not making anyone follow me,” I said. “I’m helping them.”

      “Speaking of help,” Ester said, “please help me end this conversation, David.”

      A tray heavy with food thumped down next to mine as David, Ester’s twin brother, climbed over the bench and sat beside me. He was easily the tallest guy in almost any crowd, even among his basketball team.

      “Always happy to help, sis,” David drawled as he nodded at Leo and held up a hand. “King Leo.”

      “My man,” Leo replied and gave David a high five.

      David leaned against the table and stared at Ester. “Did you tell them?” he asked.

      “Tell us what?” I asked, glancing between the two siblings.

      “Trust my sister to forget the most important news of the day,” David said. “You know how our parents encourage us to do volunteer work over every school holiday?”

      “Poor you,” I said. “I thought the point of holidays is to relax and not work.”

      “So you don’t want to come with us?” David asked, grinning, his eyes twinkling mischievously.

      I hesitated. The correct answer was a definite no. I liked to spend my holidays relaxing while building up a library of content — photos and videos — that I could then share with my followers. But David’s eager expression made me suspicious.

      “Maybe not?” I ventured.

      “Your loss,” he said.

      Ester rolled her eyes and said, “We’re going to Watamu to volunteer at Local Ocean’s turtle watch for a week.”

      “Lucky you,” Leo said and toyed with his food.

      “But the best part,” David said, “is we’re each allowed to invite a friend.”

      “A week at the beach?” I gasped as I imagined all the marvelous photo opportunities awaiting me at the beach. That kind of content would attract even more people to my account.

      “My man,” Leo exclaimed, holding up both hands for a double high five. “We’re just finding this out now?”

      I squealed, then slapped Ester’s arm. “How did you forget to tell me this?”

      “I was going to,” Ester retorted, “but you were so focused on your phone.”

      “This is the best news ever,” I gushed. “I’ll get great content.”

      “Assuming Ester invites you,” David teased.

      “Of course, she’ll invite me,” I said.

      “Just to be clear, this isn’t a beach holiday,” Ester warned. “It’s a service holiday, as in volunteer service, which is basically unpaid work, and lots of it.”

      “But at the beach,” I said, my lunch forgotten as I daydreamed about my upcoming adventure.

      “We’ll be cleaning up garbage,” Ester continued, “monitoring turtle nests, and helping with a fundraiser.”

      “Sounds marvelous,” I murmured, already visualizing the great posts I was going to generate from the trip. What a perfect end to the school semester, and a brilliant beginning for my social media plans.
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      ON THE BUS RIDE HOME, I brainstormed a list of ideas for beach-related posts and wrote them in my journal.

      I wanted to be ready for this great opportunity and enjoy every gorgeous sunrise and sunset and every moment in between. This could not have come at a better time, and nothing could bring down my mood.

      I was going to the beach!

      Sure, we had to do some work there — as Ester continued to remind me — in between lazing about the beach and creating content. But even the whole ‘save the turtles’ volunteer service activity was exceptional.

      Maybe Local Ocean would allow to hold a turtle, or a turtle egg, or at least pat one of them. That would make a fantastic post, one that could easily go viral. I began imagining all of my planned photoshoots and what I wanted to wear for each of them.

      Me assisting an injured turtle while wearing my purple pants.

      Me protecting a nest of turtle eggs while sporting a cute safari hat.

      Me hanging out with my best friends while dressed in a beige beach dress.

      Me running through the surf, bare feet sinking into soft, white sand while wearing a bikini and a sea-blue kikoi wrap.

      Going to the beach fitted perfectly with my account’s description: ‘For fun, fashion & living a life without regret, follow @MissNoRegrets. You won’t regret it!’

      You can’t get more fun than a beach vacation, I thought, mentally reviewing my wardrobe for some fashionable outfits to pack.

      And then, just when I thought this day could not get any better, it did as a loud BEEP summoned my gaze back to my screen.

      It was a private message from one of my most loyal fans, an up-and-coming photographer who worked on a lot of photo shoots for Kenyan designers, including for MM. Once in a while, this fan secretly sent me — and only me — a photo of a new clothing design before its official launch.

      Thanks to my friend on the inside, these advanced sneak peaks into fashion were my most popular posts because otherwise, people had to wait for the launch or an official reveal to see the new clothes, and who wants to wait? #SneakPeak was a hashtag guaranteed to attract attention. It benefited everyone; the designers got more attention for their work, and I gained followers and a reputation for knowing what’s happening.

      Grinning in anticipation, I opened the message, then frowned in confusion at a photo of MM wearing her newest creation, an A-frame dress that fell past her knees. Something about the dress seemed strange.

      I zoomed in on the photo and squinted. The pattern flowing over the dress was vaguely familiar, and yet not something I’d ever seen anyone wear before. Everything about the photo seemed distorted and unsettling.

      A second message appeared under the photo, an unusually lengthy description about the design. Why would anyone write so much about a dress?

      Before I could
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