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      Today is strictly business.

      Not pleasure.

      Just business.

      Okay.

      Perhaps my first trip to England, my 'grand tour' if you will, is just the teeniest, tiniest bit pleasurable. As far as the IRS is concerned, it's a nose-to-the-grindstone business trip.

      Tax deductible. Meaning 'write-off.'

      I, Laurel Kirby, am writing off my strictly professional business trip to Europe.

      Write-off. Let us just steal a moment and bask in the glorious sound of that phrase. Write-off. Has a nice ring to it, doesn't it?

      Business class international plane ticket for one? Write-off.

      Three nights at the Thornwyck Inn with a complimentary full English? Write-off. I had to Google 'full English' and discovered that it's a breakfast with sausage and eggs, beans, blood pudding (I don't like the sound of that), and a grilled tomato. Maybe I can ask them to substitute blood pudding for avocado toast?

      My hunter green rain boots? Write-off. Of course I can justify $225 knee high wellies as I fully intend to tromp through peat bogs and muddy woodland roads during one of my sponsored photoshoots. Plus, they go with everything in my curated capsule wardrobe. Necessity? I think so!

      It's a wonderful life...

      The life of an influencer.

      As I lug my tote bag (Swept Spring Collection. Gifted) uphill to Stonehenge, I have to marvel at the trajectory of my career:

      125K Instagram followers (124.8K to be exact, but we're rounding up here).

      A sponsored ad campaign with Lemon Drop Co. for their new line of bath bombs, essential oils, and body lotion. 20% off with code: LAUREL.

      A collaboration with Ainsley Mills' ethically responsible fashion line.

      Confession: to this day, I don't know what makes a sweater 'ethically responsible.' I assume it involves using organic materials like free-range cotton and silks. By 'free-range' does that mean your cotton is allowed to grow in the wild as opposed to a... pot? My point is: the cotton is free and not confined.

      Hm...

      Note to self: Google later.

      In any event, I totally endorse Ainsley Mills' brand identity. We can all be more ethically and environmentally responsible while looking cute in pictures.

      My trusty tote bag is packed to the brim with angora sweaters, Japanese denim, and soft teddy bear hoodies.

      The hills are lush and green, the skies rolling with grey clouds after a recent sun shower.

      I'm in my wellies, skinny jeans, and puffer vest. My hair has been curled into beach waves and styled in an alpaca heather grey beanie. I look so British right now and coordinate so well with my surroundings that I mentally pat myself on the back.

      Of course, now would be a perfect time to sneak in a candid of myself strolling up to Stonehenge, but I'm woefully short of a film crew.

      Three weeks ago, I had an entourage of two people: Nick (ex-boyfriend and photographer) and Kendall (best friend/sometimes hair stylist).

      Long story short, Kendall is a burn ward RN and can't travel with me to England. She's unable to abandon her 3rd degree burn patients. A legit excuse...  more than Nick could offer.

      The thing with Nick is...

      We don't talk about Nick anymore.

      Turns out he never liked taking my photos. Actually, he detested it.  As if taking an occasional snapshot for my IG account was the most repulsive thing ever. It's not like I forced him to be my Instagram Boyfriend. I reciprocate behind the camera time, waking up at 5 am just to photograph Nick at the gym where he works as a personal trainer.

      I thought we had a good partnership, killer muscle tone, and a vested interest in each other's social media presence. As it turns out, my follower count skyrocketed (125K! All organic reach, baby! Not flexing, just stating the facts) while Nick's followers plateaued to around 13K.

      I can't help it if the algorithm loves me. I earned my followers. If he spent half as much time researching hashtags and engaging with his audience as he spends on his quads, he would have a larger following.

      I’d offered to help him grow his followers, but Nick got nasty and said I was patronizing him.

      Longer story short, Nick and I broke up before this trip (he would say he dumped me. Lies), which is fine by me.

      I've got a tripod and I know how to use it.

      I reach the periphery of Stonehenge and inhale. The air is crisp and scented with sheep, which smells authentically English to my Southern Californian nose.

      The sun dodges between puffy clouds, casting a lovely glow on the ruins.

      Twenty or so tourists are milling around the stones, taking selfies, posing for group photos.

      Shit. More people than I anticipated.

      I squeeze between a guided tour and a Chinese grandpa snapping photos with one hell of a telephoto lens. I'm in his shot. I move aside.

      The older man takes one look at me and starts speaking in  Mandarin. It happens. Asians on European vacations must stick together.

      “No, not Chinese,” I say, tapping a finger to my chest. “Korean.”

      He starts speaking Korean.

      Oh shit. He’s multilingual.

      “Sorry. I can’t speak Korean. English okay?” I’m biracial. Half-white on my dad’s side. Dad took a 23andMe test recently. The ‘white’ part is a mix of Scottish, Welsh, English, and 1/16th Native American.

      "Photo. Okay!" He points toward the grassy spot and gives a thumbs up. "Photo. Okay!"

      "You want me to be in the photo?"

      He smiles, nodding. "Okay!"

      He is the sweetest thing. I can't resist being in a photo. I tilt my chin and angle my profile. My left side is my good side.

      "Do you want your picture taken?" I mime a camera snap.

      He smiles, nods, and hands me his camera. He takes his place in front of the stones and takes a soldier's stance. His expression is stoic, his arms dangle at his sides.

      I frown. The sun is directly behind him. The picture will be too dark.

      "Let's move over here," I say, ushering him to a spot where the sun is softer and streams from the side.

      "Perfect. You look..." I make the Okay sign and adjust the aperture until the light is soft and buttery.

      Kneeling, I capture him at an epic angle. He looks like a conquering giant amongst the ruins.

      The look on his face is 100% pure happiness when I show him the picture.

      "So good! So pro!" he says.

      I shrug. "I try."

      I've got thirty snapshots of him and each one is better than the next. Rule of thirds. A variation in composition. Depth of field. Photography magic. Bet he didn't realize when he asked me to take his photo that he hit the jackpot.

      I take great pride in my photos, making sure each snapshot fulfills the 'Laurel Kirby' aesthetic. You don't reach 125K followers out of luck.

      He gives me a high-five and wanders off with the rest of the tour group. I smile after him, feeling like I did a good thing today. Maybe he'll go home and have his photo printed and framed. Generations later his great-great grandchildren will stare in awe at the epic portrait of their grandpa, and weep with abandon because this was the kind of amazing photo that brings a tear to one's eye.

      I sigh. I love doing good things for strangers. It warms my heart and aligns my chakra.

      Hanging back amongst the mossy stones, I bid my time until the group of tourists disperse and I can have my private photo op.

      I set up my tripod and camera, fix my make-up, reply to my never-ending IG comments, and wait my turn. I'm not the best at Photoshop (that's Nick's specialty), so cloning out background people is not in the cards. I'm prepared to wait.

      I'm a patient person and there are loads of comments for me to answer, but after 150 emoji laden replies, Stonehenge is just as busy as ever.

      I tap my foot. Is it me or has the tourist count multiplied? There's something to be said about Instagram ruining tourism. You can't get a decent shot without elbowing someone out of your way.

      I check the time.

      I could leave and come back, except...

      The thing is, I could only afford four days in England. Technically, I only had four days of paid time off at my day job (I'm a social media manager/receptionist for a latex manufacturer. Yes. Latex needs an online presence too!). Even with 125K followers, I'm comfortable, not ballin.'

      I make a small side income from my brand deals, but it's not enough to pay the rent on my 600 square foot studio in Downtown L. A., right above a family run Korean BBQ restaurant. Especially now that Nick is moving out and I have to shoulder the rent until I find a roommate.

      Don't get me wrong. I enjoy my day job. When I'm not scheduling meetings for the CFO or doing a Starbucks run, I get to take aesthetically pleasing photos of gloves, balloons, condoms, diaphragms, bandages... you'd be surprised by the versatility of latex!

      With the Ainsley Mills collaboration under my belt, I anticipate my follower count to explode and more lucrative brand deals in my future. A girl's gotta have aspirations, right?

      I side-step a man taking a photo of his girlfriend. She's been hogging the Stonehenge signature arch for the better part of half an hour.

      I wait on the sidelines with my arms folded across my chest. I fight the urge to tap her boyfriend on the shoulder and point out that his lighting is all wrong. The sun is behind her. She's going to be swallowed by shadows. Also, her poses are too suggestive, too much booty in your face. That may get you a few hundred likes, but if you want a sustainable family friendly career, you've gotta go for manufactured candids. A flip of your hair, a twist of your heels, a surprised yet delighted smile over your shoulder. Oops, you've caught me. These are pro-tips I'm including in my upcoming online course: Laurel Kirby's Girlboss Academy. 20% off Code: LAUREL.

      Tapping my foot, I watch the girl balance herself on one leg and raise her arms.

      The Crane Kick, eh? I could put together two online Girlboss courses by the time she finishes her photo-op.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spot something untoward. Two more girls approach from the left. They have a devious gleam in their eyes and their mouths are pressed into a sneaky line. I know that look! They intend to cut in front of me.

      If they think they're weaseling their way into my spot, they're living on a prayer. "Um, excuse me! There's a line."

      Girl #1 (red head, curvaceous booty) looks me up and down. "Wait, are you... oh my god, Laurel Kirby?!"

      "Laurel Kirby!" Girl #2 (brunette with killer eyebrows) reaches for her phone. "Omigod! I love you! I follow, I mean, we follow you! I saw you were in England!"

      I'm speechless. One would think with 125K followers, I'd get used to being recognized. Actually, it doesn't happen that often. Once someone stopped me on the way to pilates class and I was delighted.

      Girl #1 approaches me with her phone. "Can we take a selfie with you?"

      "Of course." I'm flattered. "Let's face this way so we get the best lighting."

      Yeah. I'm obsessed with lighting. It's the reason why my photos are so aesthetic.

      We mug for Girl #1's camera, then switch off to Girl #2's camera.

      "Can we tag you?"

      Before I give my consent, both girls begin applying filters, typing hashtags, and posting. It's a long, drawn-out process and I'm left twiddling my thumbs.

      I check on the progress of the booty model. Still not finished?! I mean, seriously. Some people are so narcissistic.

      "How would you guys like to be in my IG stories?" I ask. Since I had nothing better to do, I might as well tend to PR and do a little something for my fans. It's good for the IG algorithm to post fan selfies. Makes you seem more approachable, which I definitely am. Also, I took a peek at their photos and I don't know where people learn how to take selfies, but 90% of the world's population are doing it wrong. I have an oily T-zone and a double chin. We've got to fix this. Stat.

      I whip out my iPhone.

      That's when it happened.

      You know how people speak of out-of-body experiences?

      Well, I totally had one. Later, while I'm lying awake at night on my lice infested straw bed, I'll think of this moment and what I could've done differently.

      Why? I'll ask myself and scratch my dank body. Why?

      I blame it on my jeans. Too tight. Why did I wear skinny jeans when I knew perfectly well a more relaxed boyfriend cut was making a comeback?

      I blame my iPhone, too. Too big. Damn it, Laurel! Why did you upgrade to the Plus model? It doesn't even fit in your back pocket.

      Poor preparation is also the culprit. I had a drawer full of pop sockets. Why didn't I remember to slap one onto the back of my phone?

      Blame it on the Lemon Drop Bath & Body Company for gifting me with this delicious smelling lemon verbena hand lotion that left my hands hydrated and slippery...

      Too slippery to properly grip my oversized iPhone.

      It was the perfect storm of misfortune.

      Bad luck.

      Oh God.

      Why?

      I've reached for my phone millions of times. I'm like an iPhone gunslinger with speedy back pocket withdrawals. I've never even so much as dropped my phone in the toilet.

      But today, my phone slipped right out of my hand.

      And flew...

      With the velocity of a speeding bullet...

      Into a standing stone.

      You know how time stops in movies and everything moves in slow-motion? Well, I slow-mo witnessed my phone sail in midair...

      Girl #1 and Girl #2's heads follow its trajectory of self-destruction...

      I mouth, “NOOOOOOOOO!”

      CRAAACK.

      "Nooooo!"

      The phone lands on the grass.

      "Wow," Girl #2 said, "you flung your phone into Stonehenge."

      So later, when I'm stepping over human refuse and ruining my new $225 wellies, I will remember this moment as the time fate flung my phone into Stonehenge and tried to screw me out of my hard-earned social media following.

      After collecting myself, I kneel on the grass, not even flinching when the dew seeped into the ripped knee holes of my damnable skinny jeans.

      I cradle my phone in my palms like a dead bird.

      My heart breaks.

      There's a giant spider web crack on the screen. Dread drips into my very being like cold brew coffee except instead of smooth and robust, this coffee tastes like shit.

      Fearing the worst, I hold my iPhone up to my face.

      Nothing. For a frantic moment, I press a trembling finger to the power button. Nothing.

      I whimper. My eyes mist up. A single solitary tear dribbles down my cheek. Okay, it's actually just sweat. I have a sweat problem. Gross, I know, but that's where my natural glow comes from.

      I shake the phone and retry. If it was humanly possible to give an iPhone CPR, I would do it. The retry fails and I'm left staring at the most depressing sight of all: a dark screen.

      Face ID. Dead.

      My phone. Dead.

      My brand deal with Ainsley Mills. Dead.

      The deadline for my first sponsored outfit post is in three hours.

      I was too jet lagged to feed the Gram today.

      My rep at Ainsley Mills is waiting.

      My followers are waiting.

      The algorithm is hungry for new content and it has not been fed.
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      One would think Stonehenge would have an Apple store.

      I'm in Amesbury, Stonehenge's closest village. I'm wandering the quaint streets, passing lamp posts and Tudor-era taverns on a singular errand: to fix my dead phone. My mental state is, shall we say, unstable?

      I'm mumbling to myself, my eyes flickering from side to side in search of tech repair.

      I plow through a family of four. The parents exclaim in affronted German. I must resemble a rude yet well-dressed lunatic, possibly a drug addict as my hands are now twitchy without my phone. My entire body is tense and I've broken out into a cold sweat. I'm going through severe phone withdrawal. I may foam at the mouth and... die.

      I halt at a corner, panting hard. Everyone around me has a phone.

      There's an old man with a cane, browsing on his Android.

      There's a couple pushing a stroller, man and wife with their eyes glued to their phones. They laugh as they browse. Theirs is a haughty laugh, the kind that echos through the country club. Even their baby has a phone and is browsing, too.

      A dark idea pops into my head. Suppose I casually sidle up to the baby and snatch its phone from its chubby little hands. What's the baby going to do? Chase me down?

      Tough luck, you little shit. The phone's mine.

      My shoulders slump. Guilt overwhelms me. I'm fantasizing about mugging babies. Where has my life come to?

      An old lady who resembles Queen Elizabeth II shuffles by me. A blue purse dangles from her arm. She is reading an enlarged text message on her phone. I'm besieged with another dark impulse to tackle her and take her phone. Visions of her swatting me over the head with her purse zips through my mind.

      Give me your phone, ya old bag!

      Oh my god. I'm a closet criminal. I should be locked up.

      I cut a diagonal across the intersection. Cars honk. Bikers flip me off. Who gives a damn about crosswalks? I'm mad. Mad!

      Where is the Apple store? My kingdom for an Apple store! So many tourists visit Stonehenge year round. There should be an Apple store around every corner. Why isn't there? Is the complete lack of phone repair service Brexit-related? Well, fuck Brexit. It's screwed me. Screwed me.

      I'm running amuck around the Medieval streets of Amesbury. Have you ever seen an Influencer lose her cool? My beach waves are in disarray and I'm in desperate need of an oil blotting sheet. I unearth one in my tote bag and halt in front of a gift shop window.

      As I dab at my oily T-zone, I spot a piece of paper fixed to the bottom of the window:

      Cracked screen repair.

      My heart skips a beat. I'm about to dance in the street. Can it be? My eyes swing to the creaky wooden sign above the shop.

      Le Fey's Gifts & Sundry.

      Um.

      Yaaasssss!
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      I'm greeted by the scent of a smoky fireplace as I enter le Fey's Gifts and Sundry. I spot no fireplace so I'm thinking... candles?

      The gift shop is cool and cave-like.

      "Hello? Anybody here?"

      The store is narrow and long, ending in a purple curtain that closes the store room off from the public. I whirl around, marveling at the tightly packed displays.

      There's floor to ceiling shelves crammed with distinctly British merch: pewter flasks and stainless steel daggers, miniature cauldrons and copper astrolabes.

      I spot a library ladder, a telescope, and an entire shelf of spell books. A bespoke planetarium dangles from the ceiling.

      "I'm thinking witches' lair meets Oxford library meets," I whisper, approaching a shelf of mouldering old spell books, “meets Diagon Alley."

      I instinctively reach for my phone to take a picture. The dark screen jolts me back to reality. Broken.

      The clerk pokes her head out from behind the curtains. "We're closing in ten minutes."

      I jump. Ten minutes? It's only three o'clock.

      I march resolutely toward the counter.

      "Can I help you?" The clerk (owner?) is a gorgeous woman with luscious raven-black hair and a buttery olive complexion. She's also got the most epic cheekbones I've ever seen, cheekbones that can only exist by virtue of contouring. She's wearing a '70's inspired Kaftan that moves around her scrumptious body like blue smoke. Can a dress be described as smoky? Her eyes smolder. She's got the smoky eye look down to a T.

      Whatever she's doing, I want to do it too.

      I can't tell her age. She could be anywhere between twenty-five and forty-five depending on the lighting. One caveat about angular bone structure: you'll appear older when you're in your 20s and then stay looking like you're in your 30s when you're 60.

      Trust me, I'm really twenty-eight, but my followers still think I'm twenty-three.

      "What can I do for you, luv," she repeats, lugging a FedEx parcel onto the counter and slicing it open with a box cutter. "I haven't got all day."

      I stare with open-mouth admiration. "I just have to say: your eyeshadow is amazing. Are you wearing the Eva DeMille Moon & Stars palette?"

      Her lips twitch. Her voice is husky in a seductive ‘cigarette kisses’ way, not a manly way. "I'm not wearing make-up."

      "Shut up!"

      Okay. She's obviously lying. How could she look that spectacular without makeup? Is she expecting me to believe she was born with smoky eyes? This has got to be the biggest humble brag I've ever witnessed.

      "I'll take that as a compliment." She reaches over the counter, palm up. "What can I do for you?"

      I hand over my phone. She studies it, frowning at the cracked screen.

      "I had a little accident," I say with an embarrassed shrug. In the scheme of cracked screens, mine is not the worst damage, but to see her furrowed brow, one would think I ran it over with my car. "What's the prognosis?"

      She sets my phone down on the counter. "I can fix it, but I won't say it'll be easy."

      Relief floods me. "Can you rush it?"

      She purses her lips and eyes the clock over the stock room. "9 o'clock. £20 down payment."

      "Tomorrow? But I need it today."

      Her brows arch in a silent message. Take it or leave it.

      "The thing is, I have an extremely important work assignment due in three... two hours and I need this phone to do it. Please! Many lives depend on me."

      Her expression softens. "What do you do?"

      "I'm an influencer."

      She narrows her eyes. "Many lives, eh?"

      "I have a large following. Maybe you've heard of me?" I stand back expectantly. "Laurel Kirby ring a bell?"

      A blank stare.

      "No?"

      "I work in fashion," I amend. “I need to take a picture of myself in this sweater. At Stonehenge. Before sunset or I'll⁠—"

      "Turn into a pumpkin?"

      "Lose my brand deal." I bite my bottom lip, thinking of the catastrophic damage to my social media career if I don't meet my deadline for Ainsley Mills.

      Being an influencer is tough. You're always hustling and girlbossing and trying to appear positive, even on the days you feel like shit. To the outside observer, brand deals seem like they fall from the sky. In actuality, they are hard to come by and sometimes it feels like you're part of a pack of hungry dogs fighting for scraps. If you can't do it and do it well, an up-and-coming girl is more than willing to take your place. Don't let me get into what could happen if I don't fulfill my contract with Ainsley Mills. Industry people talk, gossip is vicious, one subpar job and you've been blacklisted from other brand deals.

      Now you see why I contemplated mugging a baby. The influencer life ain't no joke.

      "I'm willing to pay double the price you charge if you can fix it today. Here, I have cash..."

      I plunge into my tote bag in search of my wallet. My tote bag is a bottomless pit. Much like my phone, my entire life is in there. I have everything you need to survive a rough night at a youth hostel, an impromptu layover at the airport, or an unexpected Airbnb host cancellation (all three unfortunate real-life events). I carry a week's worth of underwear, a toothbrush, a full sized tube of toothpaste (the travel size runs out so fast!), and a smorgasbord of energy bars.

      I locate my wallet underneath a pair of noise-cancelling headphones and yank out the cash.

      I make it rain.

      She leans against the counter, regarding the display of cash without a hint of excitement.

      "Please," I say, searching for a soul in her smoky eyes. "Please. I don't want to work in latex for the rest of my life."

      She sighs. "All right," she says, taking £20 from the stash and pushing the rest back to me. "Fifteen minutes, but don't tell your friends about
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