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To my love David,

For all the many miles.





‘People don’t take trips,

Trips take people.’

JOHN STEINBECK







From: Lucille@CreatorLabs.FR

We have an update on the last email!

This spring the iconic international hotel chain Maison Partout will be hosting an influencer competition as a part of their ‘the Home Is Where Your Heart Beats’ campaign, designed to promote their recent absorption of various boutique and luxury hotels around the world and to ‘cement them as a romantic luxury destination where everyone can feel at home’. (pulled from their brief)

Influencers with over one million followers and a travel, romance or lifestyle niche are invited to enter the competition. Maison Partout will narrow down the list and selected influencers will be flown out to Bali for the competition (we don’t have exact details on what the competition entails yet – sorry!). Once in Bali, two winners will be chosen and sent on a brand deal trip across the world. Exact locations are being kept under wraps – presumably to drive hype.

Travel and board are covered for the trip, with a daily spend of 250USD per participant, a merch package, fifty per cent off bookings for five years and potential for future collaboration for those who don’t win.

Either way, the exposure on this project seems amazing. [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.]

If you would like to be put forward for this

campaign, please let Sophie know ASAP.

Thank you,

Lucille, Head of Bookings

Creator Labs, Agence de Talent, Boulevard Voltaire, Paris 11ème

CreatorLabs.FR








UBUD, BALI






CHAPTER 1 MARGOT

I scroll past the crying girl.

My thumb flicks upwards almost automatically. I’ve learned the hard way that once you linger on the sad stuff the algorithm learns to serve it to you often and plenty, like hot, little, personalized trauma cakes. Social media can be like a car accident – you tell yourself to keep driving past the smoke and sirens but a minute later you’re slowing down, glued to your window, unable to look away from someone else’s trauma. Oddly relieved that trauma isn’t yours.

It’s easier to just keep scrolling.

I click the heart icon on the next video of a tutorial for cakes shaped like sausage dogs. I’d rather the algorithm believes I like baking than tears.

‘You are not meant to be scrolling, you are meant to be the stuff people scroll,’ Dimitra says in her Greek accent as she walks in and stretches dramatically, exposing her toned midriff. My temporary roommate smiles at me across the spacious living room of our Balinese villa and tousles her curly brown hair into place. She’s wearing the same Balinese trousers as me – they were in our hotel welcome baskets, the Maison Partout hotel chain namesake stitched in gold across the emerald-green front with its hot-air-balloon logo.

‘You know, with our type of hair we should be sponsored by Detangler,’ I say, automatically opening my Instagram and scrolling through the haircare brand’s business account. My hair is bright red and as thick and wavy as hers. Both of our manes take ages to detangle. I tap the contact button.

‘Do you ever stop talking about work?’ She gestures playfully to the cobbled veranda outside, rounded out by a small freshwater pool that’s framed by the lush jungle beyond.

‘Sometimes.’

‘We have arrived in paradise,’ she says, and then yawns because even heaven doesn’t stop jet lag. ‘You can take a break. Hey, remember the time we were getting drunk in Warsaw and you stopped to ask the bar if they were looking for content creators?’ She laughs.

I grin. ‘I remember. I’m just seeking inspiration.’ I keep scrolling. It only took twenty minutes after checking in to the beautiful Royal Rita Hotel in Ubud before anxiety started bubbling up inside of me, chalky and thick, like the sticky residue of a soup forgotten on the hob. I don’t even know what the competition is yet but I’m already scrolling for ideas on winning content. I could stop and play, but a part of me feels like I can’t afford to stop. I’m not about to tell Dimitra that. Who wants to admit they get anxious even in paradise?

‘Can you help me film this trend?’ I ask, pointing my screen at her to show two friends slapping each other’s hands. At each slap the scene changes, as if they’re teleporting from location to location. ‘We can do one in the room, then main poolside, restaurant, then somewhere else…’ Dimitra yawns again.

‘That’s a little outdated, no? I’m tired. Let’s get breakfast first.’

We rushed a little through check-in because I was eager to change out of my clothes, damp from plane sweat and soaked with the smell of those little tin-tray meals. If I’m to meet anyone from the Maison Partout team, I want to smell like the sample of Mademoiselle Chanel I got from Duty Free and not like chicken parm.

‘Five more minutes? I need inspiration!’ I plead, picking my phone back up.

A post comes up from a friend: she’s at a protest in our home town. A sort of light, frothy guilt sloshes in my stomach like latte foam. I’m not there. I’ve helped make cardboard signs for my friends and signed petitions to protest the water company that ruined our town, but I haven’t attended many of the actual protests. I should post something in solidarity with the protesters or I should share her post. But every time I post something off-brand – something that isn’t slow living or flowers or countryside – I lose followers. I quickly swipe up and save two viral sounds instead. Then I open my mail app and email Lucille, my contact at the Parisian agency that got me here, letting her know I’ve arrived safely. Almost instantly, I get a reply from Sophie, the intern I’ve only seen on Google Meets, wishing me good luck. If I do win the $100,000, they get a sixteen per cent cut – but without them I wouldn’t have even known about the competition.

‘I have to get as much content as I can before I leave,’ I tell Dimitra. ‘Keep my socials sunny when I’m running low,’ I add. Obviously, I’m hoping to win and so is she; there’s even a chance we’re both chosen to represent Maison Partout, which would be a dream, but what are the odds of that?

‘Or till winter when everyone and their mother is posting St Moritz slopes and moon boots, and your Balinese breakfast is old news.’ Dimitra winks at me.

‘People back home like to daydream about the heat and plan destination trips, even in winter.’

‘Oh yeah? People in Puyfleur plan a lot of trips to Bali?’

I squint up at her, impressed at her pronunciation of my French town, annoyed at the rest. I know that Dimitra’s question is innocent. I could ask her the same thing. We both come from small rural towns, the type where people never leave.

‘That’s why I said daydream.’ I nudge her in the side so that she lets me get to the full-length mirror. People love escapism in the form of a tiny screen.

Especially now that unrest in my town is brewing.

‘Also sixty per cent of my audience is abroad.’ I pout at Dimitra in the mirror as she takes a photo of us. ‘Look, I want to do this trend. Please, please, please, please?’ I hover over her shoulder, flicking through the trending sound at an angle where she is forced to look at my phone. ‘Don’t make me beg.’

‘You are already begging. Fine! I’ll do it, but you have to go to the hotel’s complimentary Pilates class with me.’ She winks at me in a mischievous way that I have learned to fear over the course of our five-year friendship. We met at a young influencer meet-up online when I was twelve and she was fourteen. We’ve since encountered each other IRL on brand deals in Barcelona and Warsaw. This is only my third brand trip so far.

I hate these infernal reformer Pilates straps and being told to tighten my core by a faceless voice somewhere out of my line of sight. But fine, it’s worth it for a collaboration video. At two million, Dimitra has nearly double my following and I really want my numbers up if the Maison Partout team decides to browse my latest before making their decision.

‘That’s the last of my scrolling for the day,’ I declare, putting my phone away and following her to the door.





CHAPTER 2 THEO

All I want is normal eggs. Not eggs that come suspended in a tiny net, or adorned with purple purée, or in the shape of a cute animal. Normal, serious eggs, meant for a grown man. Or a grown nineteen-year-old at the very least.

‘Just eat the eggs.’ Jodi glares at me. ‘They tried.’

‘They absolutely did not try – I said plain omelette with ham and cheese. What is this?’ I hold up a large flower.

‘Edible flowers.’ Jodi takes a bite of a huge dandelion. ‘When I came to visit you in Courchevel you made me eat a gallon of cheese. It was served in cute tiny dishes. I vomited for hours. You are in no position to make critiques.’

‘Raclette,’ I confirm. It’s true, when Jodi visited me at my ski chalet, he was adventurous – he tried everything, and did it with a smile. I guess that’s why people love following him – that and the fact he takes every chance to show off his six-pack. I thought the depths of winter would render this impossible but when I gave him a tour of our saunas, he snuck a selfie in.

Jodi pushes another dandelion into the place of the former and takes a photo. Then he pulls his phone over his plate to get an aerial shot of his pancakes. ‘If you weren’t so grumpy, you’d notice that the food is good, the view –’ he gestures out to the rice paddies beyond our Balinese terrace – ‘is novel worthy. And the girls…’ His eyes wander to two long-legged German TikTokers relentlessly trying to nail a shot on the café’s rice-paddy swing. ‘Chef’s kiss,’ he concludes, kissing his fingers like an Italian chef. ‘Just try to enjoy living while you are actually alive.’

‘Deep.’ I use my fork to push the flora and fauna off my eggs.

‘Also, my friend just opened this brunch spot so a little story or two is much appreciated.’ Jodi winks at me. The nerve.

‘So that’s what this is. You know I’m not much of a post-my-breakfast-to-my-stories kind of guy.’

‘Force yourself,’ he says with a smile, and it’s hard to not be charmed by someone like him. ‘A part of the proceeds goes to the local animal shelter.’ Jodi picks a postcard up off a nearby table and slides it over to me. It’s a picture of a little silver-grey stray pup, giving the same puppy eyes Jodi is giving me now.

‘Do it for the pups, Theo,’ he coos. ‘And, more importantly, do it for my friend’s hot sister who is more likely to date me if I help hype up her brother’s restaurant and their family charity.’

‘Okay, okay,’ I laugh. ‘I’ll post a story about the dog thing, not the eggs, that’s where I draw the line.’

‘See, that’s the spirit.’

I’m projecting; I don’t care that much about the flower on my eggs. Something in the air has me nervous ever since I arrived. Even though the Air France new business beds were comfortable, there’s a kink in my neck I can’t shake and a headache kneading my forehead. My phone beeps and I check the notifications. The likes keep climbing on my last YouTube video. A challenge where I rode every means of transport in Portugal and rated it. My thumb scrolls seamlessly through the comments before I tell it to stop. I check the shorter version of the post on TikTok and, before I know it, I’m phantom scrolling, my thumb jerking upwards without my permission.

The pit in my stomach tightens as clips surface from home – protests, vandalism, smoke. I blink groggily and try to settle my nerves. Maybe it’s the jet lag. I’ve just arrived, and though it was kind of Jodi to pick me up from the airport and take me straight to brunch, I’m not even sure my stomach can handle it. I watch a video of an angry farmer covering the Puyfleur city hall in manure. It triggers a row of memories, calcified somewhere in my brain, as if I’m sifting them out from muddied water.

‘For Christ’s sake,’ I mumble, setting the phone down.

‘The news? Or your dad?’ Jodi watches me.

‘My dad is the news.’

I stretch and my back answers painfully; maybe I should be doing yoga like the rest of the island.

‘It will quieten down,’ I say, more to myself than Jodi. ‘People always move on to the next thing in the news cycle.’ But I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince today; I know that my father’s impending trial is bigger than whatever else has landed him in the news before. People are unlikely to move on from this anytime soon.

‘Don’t worry, bro. Hey, do you want to film a few videos before we head over to the Royal Rita?’

Jodi and I met a year ago on an influencer trip to Bavaria with a luxury car company. Now I’ve come to Bali to partake in a big influencer competition, and he just happened to be back home to visit his parents and will take part in the competition too. I don’t know if he got in fair and square or if his deep-rooted connections in Bali got him here, and I didn’t ask. Jodi’s dad is a big-deal politician in this country. He understands at least part of what I’m going through.

My phone buzzes again. It’s my mum. My heart sinks even more.

I don’t think I can go, her text says, referring to the expensive doctor’s appointment I’ve already booked and paid for her a few towns over, under a fake name so as not to alert my father.

Maman, this appointment wasn’t easy to get…

My father could pay for any specialist in the country, but he won’t. For a myriad of reasons, least of all the fact that he just doesn’t feel like helping his ex-wife.

This specialist cost me a lot. I try the guilt route. Watching the ‘…’ hover on the screen as she types and deletes her reply multiple times over.

Don’t drink the water over there by the way. I saw a video.

I grimace. Of all the things in the world, she mentions water.

Can’t be as bad as it is back home, I write.

Delete your message! she writes back, and I oblige. I don’t need to give her any more reasons to be paranoid.

I sigh. Check my bank and crypto accounts on my phone, and sigh again. Getting her a comfortable apartment outside of my father’s clutches, and getting her treatment all without my father’s help, is going to cost a lot more than I’ve been able to squirrel away with brand deals. I need this prize money yesterday. I open my emails and scan for sponsorship offers I might be able to knock off quickly while in Bali. Before I left, I sent out a bunch of enquiries. There’s nothing but AI-penned offers and a brand deal for dandruff shampoo back home.

‘I need to win this competition,’ I say, leafing through a Bali tourist magazine on the coffee table in front of me for inspiration. My drone is charged and ready to go. ‘What kind of content do you think they want? Probably something pathetic like those flower-filled bathtubs.’ The brief mention of luxury and romance, and a half-meandering slogan – Home Is Where Your Heart Beats. But that can be interpreted in a myriad of ways.

‘You know you’re a real downer today,’ says Jodi. ‘Maybe if your pancakes came shaped like teddy bears you wouldn’t be so grim. Look at this magazine.’ He pokes it with his index finger. ‘How often in life do you look at a travel magazine and know you’re currently where the cover was shot?’ He points at the paddy field. The same one on the cover.

‘It would make a great drone shot.’ I cock my head.

‘Exactly.’

‘I don’t know, maybe I’m being paranoid. I just have this bad feeling lately.’

My phones buzzes again. Notifications. Protests near my dad’s main water plant have doubled in both size and coverage overnight. The more coverage something gets, the more it grows, and the bigger it grows, the more the papers scramble to cover it. It’s a toxic cycle. I close my eyes against the memory that sweeps in. A quiet night, a thundering noise. My mum’s body pressed against mine in a panic room. Another headline the next day. Vandalism and break-in at billionaire’s home. I blink it away, finger hovering over my dad’s avatar in the text app. But his name doesn’t anchor me; instead it feels like being out at sea, watching someone blur on the shoreline, knowing they can’t save you from drowning.

The knot in me tightens.

I put the phone away. I don’t want to be like my mother, living through pixelated fear. Everything will be fine. I manage a smile in Jodi’s direction.

‘Let’s go get some footage,’ I say.

‘And a couple of phone numbers,’ he replies.





CHAPTER 3 MARGOT

All problems in life can be solved by the sun. Renewable energy. Check. Growing the perfect fruit. Check. And restoring my mood. Check.

‘Engage your powerhouse,’ says the beautiful Balinese woman teaching our morning class. I oblige but still angle my face to the sun, soaking it in like some contortionist desert bird.

‘That’s right,’ the teacher says, her voice schooled into a relaxing melody even though I feel anything but relaxed. ‘Collarbones wide. Focus on your core. Let your mind focus on your alignment. There are no worries here. No phone calls. No phones. Nothing but the present moment and the deep, deep stretch.’

Her mention of phones reminds me of mine. Tucked secretly beneath a towel, under my hellish Reformer machine. Everyone’s eyes are trained on the ceiling and the trainer is busy helping someone – this is my chance. I release my ropes and quickly snatch the phone. Then I angle it for a story. As I film in line to try and get the whole class in, and the glorious jungle beyond the rows of raised legs, my camera lands on the teacher. Her eyes are not on her student, and she does not look pleased. She smiles but it’s forced; she probably has to be extra nice to us content creators. I flash her an apologetic smile and shrug, then tuck the phone away again.

The moment the class ends I duck behind a palm tree and post my video. Then I film a few shots of myself which I will use for the ‘come and try Pilates in Bali with me!’ TikTok. Notifications flood in over my views and comments. I do the usual quick-fingered heart emojis and thank yous on my last TikTok, where I was swaying on some beautiful Bali swings that we had passed on our way to the class with a caption that read ‘don’t spend today thinking about tomorrow’, paired with the latest viral K-pop song.

‘Did you see the guy to the left, front row? Looks like he was built in a lab?’ says Dimitra.

I roll my eyes. ‘Even during Pilates, you manage to thirst on people.’

‘And even during Pilates you manage to post.’

Dimitra might be a content creator like me but she’s taken a more cultural route. She does exposés on galleries and visits every biennale art show around the world. Titling her videos cleverly like I spent three days staring at one famous painting – here’s what happened. Aside from that she does amazing wellness content, like spas in Budapest and eighteen-step K-Beauty regimens. I, on the other hand, do salt-of-the-earth-type stuff, like pouring myself coffee on a misty morning, or boiling vegetables on a hearth. I like to think of myself as Frodo Baggins with an iPhone. I look at the little hearts flooding my phone from our shared selfie earlier in our matching green trousers. Three million people around the world could potentially see our shared story – not too shabby for a pair of farm girls.

‘Solo jungle background shot?’ I ask Dimitra, but she’s already reaching her hand out to me. She read my mind.

We go into the beautiful studio, lined with caramel bamboo, and encased in glass walls that reveal a backdrop of luscious jungle canopy. I give Dimitra a few of my signature poses. I make a mental note to change into my trusty cottage core white dress at some point, the one that carried me from the low thousands to a million followers, but this is a Maison Partout brand trip so the embroidered trousers will do.

‘Turn more to the light, three quarters, yeah, just like that,’ she says.

I try and extend my neck like I’m a swan trying to drink up the rays of light.

‘My right side is my good side.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘You don’t have a bad side, Margot. Just good and better. Extend your left leg though, it’s doing something weird.’

I oblige. After a few more minutes of this she turns the phone around and shows me the results. I scroll through the camera reel, looking at nearly twenty identical shots of me posing in the studio.

‘Perfect.’ I beam at her.

‘We have to go,’ she says, glancing at her watch. ‘They will be rounding up the creators soon for a meet and greet.’

‘You’re just hoping the built-in-a-lab guy is a participant and not a hotel guest.’

She laughs, her olive-skinned face beautiful in the sun.

‘No, I’m actually trying to be organized. I want to win too, you know. I’m saving for a deposit for a new flat in Athens.’

‘Ooh la la.’ I wriggle my brows at her. ‘Can I visit?’

‘Anytime,’ she says over her shoulder as she heads for the door.

Dimitra is already able to support herself with her influencing alone, which means relocating from her small town to the capital, and thus a major airport, was the next logical step. As much as I would love to move to Paris and pursue opportunities there, I’m still quite a few brand deals away from being able to stroll through the Jardin des Tuileries on a whim. Dimitra, already halfway out of the building, brings me out of a stupor by calling my name.

Before I head after her, I quickly flick through the breaking news notifications on my phone, but there’s no update yet on the biggest news story concerning me and my town. Then I follow.





CHAPTER 4 THEO

I watch the canopy of jungle swallow our SUV and spit us back out into a sunny patch of thin rice-paddy-lined road. I would have loved to show this to my mother. And inevitably that thought leads me to how that will never happen. Not because my mother is sick, but because she lives in fear. Fear of being photographed, of her plants dying, of aeroplanes, of strangers. At some point after her very public divorce, fear took hold of her, and its grip is ironclad, a boa constrictor compressing around her neck – sluggish but deadly.

It’s not for me, Theo, she would say, with resigned exasperation. All these things you do, it’s not for me. As if I were a jewellery thief instead of a content creator. It’s just not for me. I picture her, sitting in one of her well-maintained Loro Piana cashmere sweaters, either glued to her tablet – sucking up rows of YouTube news clips – or fastened to her solitaire app in my father’s city apartment. In an alternative universe, she could brave the flight and be here with me. But alternative universes are built for fools.

Though I did get her out to Türkiye once, to an all-inclusive resort, early on in the divorce proceedings. She enjoyed it, but when tabloids posted bikini photos of her side by side with my father’s new wife she said she wouldn’t go travelling again. That was the beginning of the end.

‘I feel good at home,’ she told me. ‘Safe.’ Encumbered with her shows. Surrounded by trinkets from a former life with my father, before the renowned water and gas tycoon who privatized a third of the Swiss French border became as much of a villain off paper than he already was on paper.

He went on to live a life of even greater excess with his new wife, a twenty-five-year-old rising actress, and my mum went on to live her life in fear, cocooned in the soft cotton of memories like a nesting chick too afraid to fly.

I watch a row of black-and-white birds perching on a telephone wire, causing it to sag. I sigh and try to steady my breathing, then I film a small segment of passing trees. The hypocrisy of an influencer judging people for living their lives on their screens isn’t lost on me. I just want better for her. I want the woman who gave me life to have a life worth living.

Agoraphobia, the internet said when I looked it up. But now I need specialist help, not just online diagnosis and tailored doomscrolling that makes me believe she will never get better.

The internet can’t give you the antidote, it can only give the poison a place to go.

Twenty minutes later the car is cast into the shadows of the jungle canopy, and I’m still lost in thought. Caught somewhere between hating home and missing it.

‘Your head looks like an awful place to be,’ says Jodi from my right. I nod, because he’s right.

‘It can be an awful place, or an entertaining one. Depends on the day.’

‘Well, today is a great one, brother,’ he says, pointing out the window.

We veer down a serpentine driveway, hugged by frangipani flowers on all sides, until our hotel, the famed Royal Rita, materializes in the jungle like a haze-cloaked mirage.

Jodi lets out a low whistle. ‘Damn. You know a local prince used to own this? Before they sold it to the Maison Partout chain. It’s stunning.’

I press closer to the window. It’s true – it’s magnificent. It looks like a Balinese fortress. The reflection of its red stone façade is sliced in the middle by a floating walkway, lined with ponds of giant lily pads and protruding short stone statues speckled with moss. Luxury cars crowd the circular drive, looking at odds with the ethereal building.

‘Freshly renovated, dates back two centuries, five stars, rooms starting at eight hundred a night,’ I recite from my info packet. I came prepared and did all my homework on the flight. Jodi rolls his eyes at me.

I thank and tip the driver and unload my gear. Cameras, drones, tripods. Jodi unloads the suitcases.

‘You didn’t need to bring all of that,’ he says.

‘We still don’t know what the challenge entails – I wanted to be prepared for anything they throw at us.’

‘Nerd,’ he mouths.

The air is thick with the scent of blooms, despite it being early March. A young lady and man in traditional Balinese dress welcome us and hand us cups of iced tea. Our luggage has already disappeared, with the efficiency you expect from a five-star resort, as we are guided into the sprawling open-air lobby which glows with endless white marble.

My sandals smack the pearly speckled marble that stretches onto the terrace. We are guided there for our welcome drink and that’s when I see that we are not the first to arrive. I recognize a few faces from the influencer world. A Japanese guy. A German couple.

‘Hello, my name is Sarah. May I give you a short tour while you enjoy your welcome drink?’ asks a Balinese woman in a beige kameez.

Jodi and I nod, thanking her, and begin following her around like baby ducklings as she explains the history of the intricate wooden carvings and trickling fountains, then deposits us on the enormous terrace. I glance over the balconied edge, onto a sprawling jungle, dotted with thatched-roof villas and three cascading infinity pools that seem to float in mid-air like something from Avatar. At the bottom of the hill, more villas lie clustered around a narrow river, flowing and ebbing and foaming wildly. I watch as two red rafts come barrelling down, passengers screaming with glee.

‘A complimentary river-rafting session will be included in your package,’ says another woman, one with a nametag that has flags for all the languages she speaks.

‘Matur Suksma.’ I thank her in Balinese, feeling slightly uncomfortable as she and Sarah deposit welcome packets in front of us and bow, before retreating. Jodi says a few more phrases in Indonesian; my knowledge has tapped out at thank you.

‘Perfect service,’ says Jodi, almost as if he is making a mental note for his vlog. He already has his phone out and is filming the terrace. I wave him away as he gets me in the shot.

I’m uncomfortable with bowing. When I visit my father in his sprawling château – my childhood home outside of Puyfleur – his life is like this too. People bowing and depositing things by your side before you have a chance to ask for anything. It’s not like that at my mother’s apartment where I choose to live. A modest two-bedroom on the north side of the city, one of my father’s many assets and the one she was forcibly relegated to after the divorce.

‘Almost as good as the service in the château,’ says Jodi. He visited me there after our trip to the chalet. Visitors my age weren’t that common in my childhood, and I was excited when Jodi wanted to come by. With that in mind, I wanted to be the best possible host so I involved my dad and his staff. It meant I could give Jodi the absolute five-star experience, something I felt he was used to, but there was hell to pay when one of Jodi’s videos accidentally showed a pile of trash outside my dad’s factory. My father forced me to mount a performative clean-up campaign on my socials. It was one of the last times I ever asked him for favours.

‘Yes, I guess,’ I agree. ‘But I don’t enjoy it that much.’ I scratch the back of my head. I haven’t told Jodi everything that’s been happening back home: how much my mother has changed this past year from the woman who commanded secretaries around and planned elaborate dinner parties, to a woman who now spends more time in her pyjamas watching natural disaster videos.

‘This welcome bag is amazing,’ says Jodi, picking through the bamboo bag embroidered with the Maison Partout logo. I peek into my own, momentarily distracted by the soaps, coconut scrubs and hemp body milks. Though I probably won’t use them, I’ve always found reading the back of those things relaxing. It’s hard to feel stressed when you smell eucalyptus and read phrases like ‘a magical forest of invigorating mint’.

‘Not sure why you’re looking at that shampoo bottle with more adoration then you did at Helga this morning.’ Jodi elbows me in the side, reminding me of the German influencer from brunch.

‘I could never date an influencer,’ I say grumpily. ‘Can you imagine it?’

I think for a second and then point at him. ‘Well, it would be like dating you… Photographs at every meal, those awkwardly posed reels where you make hearts with your hands,’ I scoff.

‘May I remind you that you too are an influencer.’

‘Content creator,’ I correct.

‘What’s the difference?’

‘I don’t do any of that,’ I say, waving grumpily at a group that are trying to film themselves jumping in the air in front of the Maison Partout wall installation. ‘The eventual goal is to be a videographer. The influencing funds my expensive travel habit.’

It’s an easier lie than telling him the truth, that influencing is my exit strategy. While I’m not one hundred per cent sure who I want to be yet, despite my love of filming, I am certain that I need a way out – out of my father’s spare flat where he used to harbour his mistress and has now relegated his former wife. A way out of his toxic financial influence. Right now, I can only get paid for ads but eventually I’ll be able to pay for my own education and become a director of photography, a DOP. When that day comes, I’ll never use another hashtag ever again.

‘Your father has a jet,’ Jodi reminds me. I flinch. Sometimes it’s difficult to be transparent in front of someone. To have someone know so much of you – from newspapers, Wikipedia, gossip sites – it’s as though your skin has been left out to dry on a rack in the sun like cod. And yet Jodi doesn’t know the fine print. I shrug. ‘I… I don’t want to use his jet.’

‘If I had a jet I would use it,’ says Jodi, examining a set of loofahs from his gift bag and staging a perfect shot of his gifts on the coffee table, paired with his iced tea.

‘Everything with my father has strings.’ If I ask my father for the money I need, he’ll want me to work in the company. One of his long-term ambitions. And I would rather eat one of these loofahs than work at Eau Jeune and be trapped under my father’s thumb for the rest of my life.

‘Besides,’ I add, ‘I’m not interested in maximizing my carbon footprint.’

‘Right. Lots of strings. Though call me Pinocchio because I just do whatever the big man says. I don’t mind the strings.’ Jodi is referring to his father, who I’ve never met but from his stories sounds a lot nicer than mine. ‘Sometimes,’ he continues, ‘the strings are worth it.’

I let his words go. Let him believe it. No one knows until they are in your specific gilded, tightly laced shoes. The gift horse looks pretty till it bites you.

There’s more Jodi doesn’t know. Which is that each thing my father bestows, he takes a little bit away in return. Sometimes a lot. He bought me my first set of camera equipment and in exchange I had to go to a gala fundraiser where I was dressed and coached on what to say and when. My knowledge of foreign languages was used to impress business partners. One time, I begged him to take my mother and me to the Maldives, and afterwards he told me I had to go on a date with a head of state’s daughter who was in town.

My travel content was just a hobby at first. It blew up because people were already following me due to the Delacour family name, but it wasn’t until I was offered my first brand deal in exchange for cash that I realized this could be my ticket to independence. That’s when I started vlogging for real.

I can’t stand to be a part of his machine. Not after what he did to my mother.

Jodi suddenly sits up. ‘The real competition is here.’

We’ve been ignoring the other vloggers around us in benefit of our tête-à-tête. I move to remind him there were German vloggers here when we arrived, but then I see what he means. Vincent Coles, a famous English vlogger, enters the lobby, visible from our viewing spot on the terrace, his driver dragging his Rimowa luggage set dutifully behind him. Vincent is the obnoxious type, a man who wears aviator sunglasses, swoops his hair perfectly and prefers to focus his content on things like ski resorts in Gstaad and weekend escapes to Biarritz. But the vain luxury content has brought him four million followers, and when it comes to brand deals like the Maison Partout chain, he is real competition.

‘What a pompous prick,’ I say.

Jodi nods his head but seems less repulsed by Vincent Coles than I am and more admiring. ‘He did this video where he just rented a spa all for himself,’ he says.

‘How novel!’ I say grumpily. He stands for everything I don’t like – vapid, lavish success and shiny things. Like all the people my dad always wanted me to be friends with when I went to boarding school. I scowl and focus on my magazine as Jodi launches into a near high-school level of who’s who as the newcomers continue to arrive and mercilessly pelt us with the competition.

‘That Portuguese vlogger there only does content with his girlfriend, see? She’s right behind him. So, if they win it,’ he explains, ‘it will be for something romantic and they will win as a pair. That American with the moustache does a lot of viral TikTok stuff. Started with pranks and grew into a sort of food vlogger. The Japanese girl has a huge following back home but not much in the Western market.’

My eyes scan over the people, recognizing a few of them from my own feed. The TikTok star from Brazil who makes videos about local crafts then makes stuff which she sells online. The Japanese ex-Olympian who now makes fitness videos in exotic locations.

The palm trees sway overhead and I watch a monarch butterfly land on a nearby satin cushion. Opening and closing its wings a few times, as if stretching.

‘I have to admit, it’s pretty brilliant all of this, genius actually.’

Jodi looks at me. ‘Which part?’

‘Well, with such a large competing base they are really hitting a lot of categories and markets just with the competition alone,’ I volunteer, turning my strategist hat on. I look over to a woman in a linen suit, who seems to be the Maison Partout representative, busy greeting guests in a flighty PR manner. ‘Maison Partout will get so much content generated just from the people here this weekend. Sure, they had to spring for airfare and stipends, but from this single competition they will hit all markets – Asia and the West, central Europe, everything. The exposure is pure gold.

‘But by the time the competition is concluded, the whole follower base for the other vloggers will be invested in the story. You get all those eyes, and the followers of every participant, following you for the price of one. Anyway, when the two of us win…’ I shoot for optimism. ‘We will also get everyone else’s followers as a bonus.’

‘Something tells me they will want both female and male demographic,’ he says. I nod my head. I knew that, but it’s fun to imagine.

‘Besides,’ he adds playfully, ‘I don’t know how to handle a huge brand deal trip with your grumpy ass. I think I would rather win with her.’ Jodi points at a pretty vlogger with braids.

‘I doubt they make you share a bed…’ I say.

‘I’ve changed my mind,’ says Jodi. ‘I’d rather win with her.’

He fans himself comically, as if from the heat, but I’ve turned my head and I can’t respond to him. I take in her large mane of red hair, the signature freckles and cold green eyes. I’m speechless. Because the last person I ever wanted to see has just walked in.





CHAPTER 5 MARGOT

Back in the lobby, I’m greeted by the thick smell of hibiscus and the sound of a waterfall I hadn’t noticed at check-in. But on closer inspection, I can see that it’s a bustling river beyond the furthest veranda, slicing its way through the thick gorgeous jungle that borders our villa like a rust-coloured snake. I angle my head over the balcony and take in the floating pools.

I take a few quick photos and send them to my mum, then my cousin.

A woman in a suit introduces herself as Georgina.

‘I’m the head of marketing for Maison Partout,’ she says with a too-white smile and an English accent, as she gestures to a few women who give us welcome bags. I’m schooling my face into neutral. Pretending I’ve been to places like this. That I’m used to the luxury. That this isn’t my first major brand trip. I will nonchalance to ooze from my pores.

‘It’s so nice to meet you. This is a stunning location,’ I volunteer, as Dimitra gestures secretly that I’m smiling a little too wide and I school my features back to normal. I hate that feeling when you meet important people and suddenly your body forgets how to human.

Georgina gestures for us to take a seat on a luscious green couch and hands us two information packs that read Maison Partout – Home Is Where Your Heart Beats.

‘We are excited to have you, Margot. Your content is so feminine and inspiring – we are delighted you are here. And you Dimitra – we at Maison Partout love your wellness content. We are offering free spa services during this weekend. Just book in.’ She taps the info packet with a perfect nail.

Like any marketing person, she puts a lot of emphasis on words like delighted and excited and love. There’s a cool mist in the air and the smell of rich soil; an earthiness hangs heavy. Georgina tells us about the welcome dinner where we will learn about the challenge at hand, encourages us to document our day in the villa, and says her swift goodbyes as she hurries over to another group of arriving content creators.

‘Stiff competition,’ I say, eyeing up the new arrivals, one of whom I recognize from the TikTok Awards. A beautiful American girl with a knack for transitions. Imposter syndrome tightens its knotted grip around my throat. I don’t belong here. I’ve barely travelled and most of my following comes from the fact I like to get very messy and creative.

‘You’re better than all of these guys,’ says Dimitra, taking in my expression.

‘Either way.’ I wave my hand in the air, feigning disinterest. ‘Whether we win or not, we still get three whole days in paradise. All paid for. We’ve already won. Let’s hit the spa.’

‘You’re full of crap,’ she says, smiling, and it makes me giggle.

‘I was going for nonchalant.’

‘This lobby literally feels like a spa – imagine the actual spa,’ says Dimitra, beaming as she leafs through the services in her pamphlet.

‘True.’ I nod vigorously. Lots to be grateful for here.

‘Full-body lychee scrub and a four-hand massage for each of us,’ she declares, hurrying off to the check-in desk to book the services.

I scan the lobby, half smiling, until my gaze locks on a pair of cold blue eyes, a buzzcut and an oversized hoodie. It takes me a beat to move on from his face and pretend I didn’t recognize him. Of course, I recognize him. Everyone in my country would recognize him. Son of one of our most powerful businessmen. Son of a monster in a cog of monsters.

Hate boils up in me, evaporating the gratitude like hot steam. I can’t stand him and everything he stands for. From the corner of my eye, I can tell he’s still staring at me but I don’t look back. Won’t give him the satisfaction. And I’m more determined now to win the challenge. More than ever. Ignoring him, I saunter off to join Dimitra.

He might matter back home but here I’ll make him insignificant.





CHAPTER 6 THEO

I unpack my gear in the palatial open-air villa that was assigned to me, making sure to organize my camera equipment and charge everything in the wake of tonight’s welcome dinner where they will finally explain how the winner will be selected. Jodi is outside my villa, already in the stone pool. I try not to think about the way that Margot girl looked at me, but that kind of piercing hate is hard to shrug off. It clings to my skin. I’m glad to be away while the protests are unfolding back home as the trial against my father begins. They say news cycles die but they don’t, they go dormant, to be woken again by any development.

The news cycle resurrects itself.

‘Time for a swim,’ Jodi calls. ‘Enough polishing your lenses.’ I flinch as my FYP shows me an interview with a young mother who got sick because of my father’s business. I exit all news; it’s just the internet is what I’ve told myself since I was old enough to hold a phone, every time I stumbled across a nasty article about our family. Or articles confirming that the people my father did business with were not good people.

It’s just the internet, I repeat. And then I jump into the warm water of the pool.



The rain pelts us as we hike up the ancient-looking stone stairs that lead to the grand terrace where dinner is being served. I feel something glide along my feet, then I hear a plop, plop, plop. I trip as something slippery slides against my sandals, then I aim my phone torch at the ground. Jodi shrieks by my side as we see a dozen or so frogs making their way down the steps in cascading formation.

‘Vile,’ he says.

I aim the light at my face and grin.

‘Ribbit.’

Jodi doesn’t share my enthusiasm and curses as more frogs dart between us, then he races up ahead and I follow.

We are both soaked by the time we arrive in the grand dining hall. Georgina rushes to meet us.

‘Oh no. You’re drenched. There’s an elevator,’ she says. ‘At the ground pool. I’ll have someone from the staff show you later. Come, your table is right this way.’

Water drips off my shorts and I run my hand across my buzzcut, sending dribbles of water ricocheting to the marble floor. Camera flashes go off around the room and slowly I become aware that half the influencers in the room are dressed like they are going to a wedding. I catch sight of myself in a passing mirror. Linen combo and sandals. Never taking anything seriously, my father would say. I already feel a heat creeping up in my cheeks when Georgina stops and gestures to our large table, pointing to an empty seat next to Vincent Coles, diagonally opposite the vlogger from home.





CHAPTER 7 MARGOT

I stare at him. Unable to help myself at this point. It’s akin to seeing a celebrity in the wild. One you don’t particularly want to see, and yet… You know so much about them, it’s an odd creeping sense of unwelcome familiarity. Like seeing a childhood friend at a grocery store all grown up and feeling overcome with the desire to duck into an aisle. I know that he has a private jet and doesn’t care about the environment, I know that his pompous sixteenth-birthday party was hosted by a glossy magazine, and I know that he has corgis named after French royalty. I know everything I need to know, and more than I’d like. And I can’t stand him.

I don’t understand why he is so dishevelled, and wet. His head freshly shaved when usually photos of him have his hair neatly arranged to one side. Knowing so much is uncomfortable, and I fidget under his gaze. The public nature of his parents’ divorce, staged photos of his childhood self next to an imported Shetland pony. I’m caught in thought when suddenly I’m being introduced to him.

He nods in my direction but I don’t really reciprocate and soon the greetings have moved on to Dimitra on one side, the pretty blonde on my other, a man who just sat down who is introduced as Vincent, a Portuguese couple, and finally a Balinese vlogger named Jodi who seems
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