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To the booksellers and the book festivals. 
Thank you for all of it.


And to Josh. True love, best friend and bodyguard. 
You’re every male lead I write. 











‘A Star is Made!’ And she is every bit as unapproachable as a star in the heavens. Allegra Brooks is a supernova, make no mistake. But what is actually beneath the glittery, polite veneer? I’m afraid, reader, this journalist was unable to find out.


Julie M. Atkins writing for The Eyewitness


I’m waiting in the front entrance of Balthazar when a waiter comes over to discreetly tell me that my lunch date is already here. I must look surprised and in truth, I am. I’ve interviewed many a sleb in recent years, and they all come in a number of different designs. Some like clean diets of lemon juice and raw vegetables (which is code for weight loss, drug usage and aesthetic surgeries), others are addicted to spending every waking moment in the gym (or rather, taking videos for social media of their workouts in activewear they’ve been sent by a sponsor). I’ve met musicians who chain smoke, influencers who collect Pomeranians like they’re designer purses and celebrities who escape their families by obsessively working. There is only one quality that they all have in common:


Lateness







So I am inordinately stunned as the waiter leads me to a dark and quiet corner of the restaurant. Waiting for me is none other than my interview subject: Allegra Brooks. It seems I am the last to arrive, for once.


I ask about her family background. Her mother, Roxanne, works in publishing and her father, George, runs a bookshop in a small town. She tells me he’s prepping for a big book festival there, one that he hosts every summer. 


‘I have a whole summer off. I’m not sure what to do with it yet. It’s the first little bit of freedom I’ve had since I started working.’


This young woman’s screenwork may be extraordinary but getting behind the dark glasses is like squeezing blood from a stone. There’s something off about her. Something strange. I’ve seen stars rise, I’ve seen them fall. None have seemed as inhuman as this girl. It’s uncanny. She’s not doing anything disturbing. Her stunning smile is there. But the beautiful naturalness that she has on camera seems so unnatural in person. I feel both attracted and almost entirely repelled . . . 


Continued here . . .





Search Results for ‘Allegra Brooks’:


@lunadeclare


I don’t know who needs to hear this but Allegra Brooks is highly overrated.


@morrisey1983 


Allegra Brooks used to respond to fan letters and DMs but she hasn’t answered any of mine since winning at the Globes. So, screw her, I guess.


@mira2335 


Allegra Brooks bought out a whole movie screen for some autistic kids in my neighbourhood and they had the most amazing time and I’m kinda mad that no one is talking about it tbh. I only know about it because my dad works there. Why don’t the papers report that?


@JJ4765442


Dear Allegra. You still haven’t responded to my messages. I will take drastic action if you continue to ignore me.


@marzipanlight


Allegra Brooks won’t see your mean comments about her body but your curvy friends will. Be nice. @AllegraBrooks #BeTheChangeYouWantToSee


Top News Stories for ‘Allegra Brooks’:


Showbiz News: Allegra Brooks leaves Court of Bystanders after-party early. Could break-up with ex-frontman be getting to the young starlet?


Update! Director Bon Michaelson claims Allegra Brooks could be ‘the next Marilyn Monroe’ – if not for her lack of eye contact and quiet manner on set.


Source Tells Private Lives that Allegra Brooks will take summer off. Has overnight success become too much for Hollywood newcomer?












Chapter One


By eighteen, Allegra Brooks was used to hearing her name from the mouths of strangers. She was accustomed to people speaking excitedly to her without introducing themselves. She was even used to the occasional grab and shove.


But she never quite acclimatized to being pulled apart by people she had never met. She watched fans become her biggest critics, all because her boundaries had angered them.


‘Stop scrolling. Put that phone down.’


The words were whispered to Allegra by Natalie, her publicist. Natalie was twenty-six and the hardest working person Allegra had ever met. She would often ask herself ‘what would Natalie do?’ before forcing herself into a party she had been terrified of going to, because the woman’s professional courage and work ethic put everyone else to shame. The two of them were in the back of a hire car – they were due to appear at a swanky benefit for literacy – and the tinted windows offered a brief respite from the outside world.


‘Nat,’ Allegra said, her voice shaking a touch, as she swapped her dark glasses for her regular ones. ‘I’m not—’


‘Forget that stupid article. Stop reading those comments. It’s basically self-harm at this point, Allegra. Enough,’ Nat said firmly. ‘Being loved on a massive scale means being disliked and misunderstood just as much. It all balances out. Wear the dark shades, there are tons of photographers. You’ll get overstimulated. Don’t think about that stupid hack of a writer. I never should have agreed to her.’


‘I must have done everything wrong for her to have written that,’ Allegra remarked, as they waited for the car to stop. ‘I feel like I’m not playing the fame game very well.’


‘Nonsense, you’re perfect. It’s a clickbait tactic. The snarkier and meaner they are, the more people will read it. You were trending on socials because it created so much discourse—’


‘I hate discourse,’ breathed Allegra, rubbing her palms and trying to find some calm.


‘But the best people are on your side, kid. Don’t you stress. Now, come on. Chin up. Let’s go.’


Allegra let Natalie propel her out of the car and the flashes started. People yelled out her name and she pretended that they were calling for someone else. Some other eighteen-year-old girl who had just set the world on fire.


One successful open call audition at the age of thirteen, and she was now the owner of two Emmys and one very shiny Golden Globe. She had been made a household name by her most recent and most famous role to date: Clera in the globally acclaimed television adaptation of fantasy series Court of Bystanders. It just didn’t feel like a name she recognized any more. She had been cast in a revival of the musical She Loves Me, but the director’s dubious past had been made public and the whole thing had been cancelled. So now she had a free summer for the first time in years. 


She was almost afraid of the open calendar. 


At that moment, Allegra noticed a young woman filming herself at the main door. When she spotted Allegra, her eyes widened and she leapt into motion. 


‘Allegra? Allegra! Oh, my God! I need a picture with you!’


Allegra smiled instinctively but she saw how anxious her eyes looked as she stared at herself on the girl’s phone screen. 


Once inside, Allegra felt a bitter taste under her tongue when she looked around at the glitz and sparkle: this was a charity luncheon. There was a vast ballroom full of tables with guests milling all around. A large screen played slides full of information about the people they were supposedly there to help, but nobody paid attention. Attendees buzzed from table to table, all trying to find the most socially beneficial beehive. Allegra had made a sizeable donation and had hoped, in the car, that the event would highlight the underprivileged children the charity was trying to help. 


Now it seemed like yet another soulless gathering for the people who had decided she was going to be one of them. Well, if she behaved.


‘This is not my world,’ Allegra said, too quietly for anyone to hear. ‘I don’t belong here.’


Natalie was a human battering ram against the crowd of photographers. Some attendees nodded at Allegra in greeting, others looked her slowly up and down. Almost all of them whispered to their companions as she and Natalie passed by.


Allegra had been working steadily for years, hacking at the tree of acting and making little dents with every artistic pursuit. Then one day, the tree just fell. All those years of working on its trunk had paid off and the towering thing hit the ground with enormous shockwaves.


And there was no standing the tree back up.


Natalie found their place settings at their table and Allegra moved to turn off her phones – one for work and one for herself. Natalie had wrangled the personal number from her so she could reach her late at night, but otherwise only the odd co-star and her mother got in touch on the personal phone.


So she was surprised to see a little red number one looking up at her from its barely used inbox.


People were still filing into the room. She opened her inbox to find an email from Brooks Books, her father’s bookshop; a reply to an email she had sent, intending it to reach her father:


westendgirl@gmail.com


to: shopfloor@BrooksBooks.com


Subject: Summer Book Festival


Hello!


Hope it’s okay for me to email here. I called the shop but no one answered. Can I double-check the dates of your book festival? You don’t have a website and I can’t find it on socials.


Lots of love!


shopfloor@BrooksBooks.com


to: westendgirl@gmail.com


RE: Summer Book Festival


Dear Mysterious Reader who did not leave a name,


Apologies for our lack of technological advancement. Alas, I have implored George Brooks, my fearless leader, many times for a website but he is an adorable curmudgeon about such matters. The festival preparations have begun and it’s already taking years off my young life. We open on 28 July and the last night is 23 August. Only two months to go.


Wish an overworked bookseller luck!


Warmest wishes,


Said Overworked Bookseller.


Allegra smiled. It danced on her lips and then grew into something wide. She started to type a response.


westendgirl@gmail.com


to: shopfloor@BrooksBooks.com


RE: Summer Book Festival 


Dear Said Overworked Bookseller.


So sorry to have added more to your to-do list. For some reason, I thought Mr Brooks was manning this email address but I should have known better. Consider me scolded.


Thank you for the festival dates, it’s gratefully received. The twitter account only has this email address in its bio and no one has tweeted in this calendar year. Appreciate speediness of response via email.


Best,


Mysterious Reader.


Allegra sent the email and switched both of her phones off, before sliding them into her clutch bag. It was a gift from an up-and-coming designer. She so rarely chose her own outfits any more. She had become a canvas for other people’s art. 


She found herself daydreaming for most of the luncheon. She knew so little of her father’s small town, Lake Pristine. Her mother had always spoken of it with great fondness and her father would send beautiful pictures of it at Christmas (physical Polaroids in the post because technology unnerved him). His bookshop was his pride and joy and Allegra could imagine it, in the sunny picturesque town where everyone was as friendly and funny as the bookseller on the other end of their email exchange.


She had begged to visit as a child, imagining it to be a place of mermaids in lakes and fairies in the woods. But her father had always chosen to visit them in the city instead. The drive was too long for her, her parents would say, and as a child prone to travel sickness, she believed them. Now she wondered if it was just hard for the two of them to be there together – in the place where they had first fallen in love. 


When Allegra’s acting career had taken off, her life had become one of trailers and hotels. No time for any kind of home. 


Now Lake Pristine suddenly felt like an escape portal. The kind of world she wanted to fall into, even if only for a short spell.


‘We need to discuss the summer,’ Natalie finally murmured. ‘Have you decided what you’ll do with your time off? I can pull together a schedule if you want to keep working. You won’t be needed for press until August though.’


Allegra turned her personal phone back on.


She could feel Natalie watching her curiously. ‘You’re staring really hard at that thing. Not reading any more trash opinions, I hope.’


‘No,’ Allegra said. ‘I – just emailing a friend.’


‘A friend?’


‘Don’t sound so surprised.’


Natalie blushed. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I just know work’s had you a bit . . . isolated.’


‘I’m emailing a new friend.’


Natalie gave her a look of approval and held her hands up, as if to assure Allegra that she would let the actress draft these emails on her own and would not pry or spy.


And she did.


shopfloor@BrooksBooks.com


to: westendgirl@gmail.com


RE: Summer Book Festival


Dear Mysterious Reader,


I feel you’re less mysterious now, though I obviously don’t know who you are. A book lover, I hope!


No scolding intended, I assure you. I don’t think you live in Lake Pristine, or you wouldn’t have emailed. People who live here don’t believe in polite contact – they just come and bang loudly on the front door if they want something or have a question. Most of our festival patrons receive a posted programme, and descend on the town when the festival starts. I sometimes forget people might look for us on social media. I avoid it all now, too divisive. Or I’ll get caught in a rabbit hole of some weirdly specific drama, usually not related to anyone or anything that I know, and then my evening has gone and I’m cold with shame.


Love,


Ashamed ex-Twitter addict.


Allegra blurted out a laugh. Someone at the next table threw her a look of suspicion and her mask slipped back on without a moment’s hesitation. She sighed. Being perceived took away the precious things and made them feel cheap.


‘What’s wrong?’ Natalie asked, looking up from her own phone. Perhaps she so rarely heard Allegra laugh, she had mistaken it for a noise of distress while focusing on her own alarming inbox. The publicist’s emails replaced themselves like a shark’s teeth. There were always more waiting.


‘I know what I’m doing over the summer,’ Allegra said decidedly. ‘I’m spending it with my dad.’


‘Your dad? At the bookshop? The whole summer?’


‘Yep.’


‘Which is where again?’


Allegra slipped her dark glasses on and smiled. ‘Lake Pristine.’ 












Chapter Two


‘Aha! Got it. These wretched customers will NOT defy me!’


Jonah Thorne shouted the words from atop his ladder in Brooks Books. He had deduced that a customer had been moving some of the books around earlier that morning and his suspicions had just been confirmed by a classic that was covering up a stack of self-help manuals. He stared down at the copy of Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad. It was one of those rare books, where he actually preferred the movie version: Apocalypse Now.


‘Lake Pristine,’ he said under his breath, and only to himself. His best impression of Martin Sheen. ‘I’m still only in Lake Pristine.’


‘Huh?’


‘Nothing. Found it!’


‘Why do they do that?’ asked Simon, his fellow bookseller, from the bottom of the ladder.


‘Might be an author?’ Jonah replied. ‘Around festival time, they show up and start moving things around. Putting their books out front and centre, and their enemies in the back.’


‘That’s cracked.’


Jonah leapt down onto the shopfloor and sneezed. ‘Though Joseph Conrad has been dead for some time now so perhaps not. It’s dusty as well, man. We need to get up there with a dry cloth.’


‘Well, if you weren’t always lurking around the computer, you could do it.’


There was only one computer in the expansive bookshop and it was older than the booksellers who worked there. A large, chunky thing sitting on the cash desk. Jonah had a tempestuous relationship with it and its slow speed.


But after some recent, pleasing email exchanges, he was growing fond of the old thing. The last week had been full of sweet missives from a stranger and he now found himself looking forward to checking the work inbox.


‘Jonah?’


‘Yes, Simon? Speak while helping me open this delivery, please.’


Simon joined Jonah by the large blue boxes full of new books and helped his friend to scan them into the system, all without losing his enthusiasm. 


‘Heard the boss’s exciting news?’


‘Nope. He barely speaks to me any more.’


Jonah did not mean for the words to sound embittered, but that’s how they came out. He had been working in Brooks Books since the age of sixteen. Almost three years on, and his once warm relationship with the bookshop owner and general manager, George Brooks, had cooled.


He did not know the reason, and he had never been skilled at reading other people and their changing emotions.


‘His daughter’s coming here for the whole summer.’


Jonah could feel himself making a face. ‘Didn’t know he had one.’


‘Not just any old daughter.’


Jonah looked up at Simon, who was positively salivating. ‘You’re being weird. What’s wrong?’


‘It’s just too good, Jonah. I can’t believe he’s never milked this or even mentioned it. His daughter is—’


The shop door opened and their employer came striding in. He had a newspaper tucked under one arm and, in a first since Jonah had met him, he was humming.


‘Morning,’ Jonah said.


‘Morning, lads.’


‘I was just telling Jonah that your daughter’s staying with you this summer, boss.’


The words were volleyed with sunny familiarity. Jonah had always marvelled at that talent of Simon’s. Whenever it was just the two of them – and they had been friends since they were kids – Jonah saw all of Simon. Savvy, sarcastic, sometimes a little bratty. When he was around other people, he turned into sunshine. It always took a little while for people to see the real Simon, and George still got the sunshine version five days a week. Jonah wished he could do the same.


The bookshop owner smiled and looked younger in the process. ‘Yes. She had a break in her schedule so she’s coming home.’


‘Home?’ Jonah said. He had never even heard George refer to Lake Pristine as home, let alone a mysterious daughter that none of them had ever seen. 


‘Well, she’s never visited here before. But it’s always home for her if she needs it,’ George clarified. ‘Which is a good segue to this: I want her to enjoy the festival. I thought she might like to work it alongside the both of you.’


That was enough to stamp out all of Jonah’s good humour and curiosity. ‘Our festival? The one we’ve been planning for months. That festival?’


‘Yes, Jonah,’ said George, a little curtly. ‘She’s smart. She’ll be an asset.’


‘Definitely an asset on the PR front,’ Simon said, a joke laced into his voice that Jonah did not understand.


‘We have a packed programme! We don’t have time to train someone new,’ Jonah insisted. ‘And when I say “we”, I mean me, because Simon doesn’t know the half of what I do.’


‘When it comes to this place, true,’ Simon conceded. ‘To life outside of it? You’re an old man and you need me.’


Jonah smiled. He and Simon were the same age.


‘She won’t need any training. Books are in her blood and she’s a hard worker. She’s taken on more than a small-town book festival in her life, son. She’ll be fine.’


The use of the word ‘son’ softened Jonah’s irritation and he decided to drop his protestations.


‘Right,’ said George. ‘I’ll be in the office. She’s arriving this afternoon.’


Jonah watched his employer vanish through the door with a ‘staff only’ sign at the back of the shop, then yelped as he found himself being grabbed by the collar, Simon dropping his professional act completely now that George was gone.


‘Dude, relinquish your creepy possessiveness of the work computer and let me google something for you.’


Jonah grumbled but allowed his friend to drag him over to the ancient computer. It took an embarrassing five minutes for Google to load and then Simon was typing furiously while Jonah, who was far taller, peered over his shoulder.


Allegra Brooks.


Google knew what Simon wanted before he had even finished typing the fourth letter of her name. Millions of results appeared, from an IMDb page to multiple articles published in the last twenty-four hours.


‘She’s, like, freakishly famous. Not just small-town famous, globally famous. She just won all the awards for . . . acting and shit.’


Simon was breathless with excitement but Jonah was barely listening. He was staring at the three pictures of Allegra Brooks that had appeared at the top of the search page. One was from a modelling shoot for a magazine he had never heard of, and the other two looked as though they were from film premieres.


She had the most voluminous hair and large, incredibly kind eyes. She was smiling in one of the pictures and Jonah had to remind himself to breathe.


‘Oh, God,’ he said shortly. ‘She’s coming here?’


‘Yup,’ said Simon. ‘And I am going to be the one doing the training, my guy, make no mistake. You just relax.’


Jonah said nothing. He moved swiftly away, leaving Simon to the computer, and began sorting the books from their latest delivery onto his trolley. His brain categorized them by cover and genre, his hands moving with a quickness that only years of practice and a touch of brilliance could achieve. He sorted through the boxes of new books, and started wheeling his trolley to the appropriate shelves.


Simon glanced up from his scrolling to peer over at his friend. ‘You okay?’


Jonah moved to the next box of books. ‘Fine. Never better.’


Simon’s brow furrowed but he did not question his friend’s strange shift in mood. ‘Want me to do the morning emails?’


‘No,’ Jonah said quickly. ‘I’ll do that.’


‘Thank God,’ Simon said with a relieved exhale. ‘I’m going to start on the window.’


They swapped positions, Jonah moving to stand by the old monitor while Simon wheeled the trolley over to one of the shop windows so he could begin constructing a new display. Jonah went to close the internet search but paused, staring once again at the images of Allegra Brooks.


He closed the search and opened the shopfloor email. He instantly spotted a reply, one he had been hoping to find, so he saved it as a reward for getting through his professional obligations. He replied to people about pre-orders, author events and the upcoming festival and once they were all cleared, he finally opened the one he had been waiting for.


westendgirl@gmail.com


to: shopfloor@BrooksBooks.com


Subject: Twitter Recovery


Dear ex-Twitter addict,


Please accept my apologies, I did not intend to bring up a sore subject. I hope your recovery is going well. I’m so envious, however, because I have to do social media for work and I loathe it. I understand your need to cut yourself off from the rubbernecking. Are you in a group? A programme?


In all seriousness, social media is addictive and makes people way sadder than they realize and so I’m glad you’re free. Feel bad for the rest of us.


Yours,


A friend from out of town.


‘Why are you smiling? Is someone asking where to find something on Amazon again?’


‘I’m not smiling,’ Jonah said, answering Simon with a forced expression of neutrality. He moved the email to a folder he knew Simon would never check – the handover notes – and started drafting a response.


shopfloor@BrooksBooks.com


to: westendgirl@gmail.com


RE: Twitter Recovery


Dearest friend from out of town,


Still mysterious, but slightly less so now that I know you work in social media. What a career. I’m secretly thrilled to work for a man who hates the internet, it makes my recovery so much easier. What does your job entail? Do you get lots of trolls? I once tweeted from the bookshop account that audiobooks are valid and absolutely the same as reading a physical book and a man in his sixties threatened to come to the store and hit me over the head with a copy of his novel. 


I’m not part of a group but I am enjoying these emails. They’re tiding me over, so I won’t dive into social media looking for human connection.


So, it would be really awkward at this stage if you turn around and tell me you have millions of dollars to give me, I just need to send you a fee to cover the wire transfer.


I’m usually a pretty disgruntled bookseller but if there is anything else I can do for you, I’m at your disposal.


Yours,


Jonah felt the urge to sign his name. He had been enjoying this email exchange since its random arrival in his life. Everybody knew everybody in Lake Pristine and so it was pleasant to have a little contact with the outside world.


‘Jonah?’


Jonah smacked ‘send’ out of sheer panic of being perceived, as George poked his head out of the backroom door and called over to him. The email disappeared into the ether without a moniker.












Chapter Three


Allegra’s mother, Roxanne, came to collect her daughter from the airport and, as the eighteen-year-old slipped into the front passenger seat of the old Vauxhall, her mother became slightly tearful.


‘Ma, don’t,’ Allegra said, her voice full of incredulity.


‘Well, I’m sorry,’ her mother replied, laughing. ‘This is the first time I’ve seen you properly in months.’


‘I saw you at the Bystanders screening.’


‘For five minutes, Ally.’


‘I know, I’m sorry. It’s been busy.’


‘Well, anyhow,’ her mother sniffed as they hit the long, runway-like road that would lead them to Lake Pristine, ‘I get to boast about you at the office but it’s not exactly the same as seeing you.’


‘It’s been a wild year.’


‘You’re just everywhere,’ her mother said, glancing at her daughter with a touch of worry. ‘I watch one episode of the show and then you’re every recommended video on my phone. Your press tour was . . . a lot, Ally.’


‘Well, I’m done with the show now,’ Allegra reminded her. The relief and satisfaction was very evident in her tone. ‘Unless they find a way to un-drown my character.’


‘Your dad hated that scene.’


Allegra was surprised. She didn’t know that he had been watching the show. ‘It was a mess to film.’


She had become hypothermic. The director had been told he was only allowed to film in the cold water for fifteen-minute intervals, but he had been annoyed at the ‘suppression of his art’. So, Allegra, despite her protests, had been sent into the cold water for long stretches.


Which resulted in pneumonia. Her agent, Maria, had screamed at the producer for over an hour as Allegra was wheeled off to get an X-ray.


Now, almost a year later, she was weaker in the lungs and desperate for sunshine. She had never been to Lake Pristine but her mother had assured her that it was at its most beautiful in the summer. As the car sped closer and closer, the pale grey clouds turned to iridescent blue skies.


‘If it weren’t for the nosy busybodies, I’d consider moving back,’ Roxanne said. ‘Or at least staying with you this summer.’


Allegra wondered how true that was. Her mother was very happy in the city, far from the small town she had grown up in. But Allegra still believed that old ghosts were the reason Roxanne stayed away.


‘I’m going to be normal for four whole months,’ she said softly.


Roxanne kept her eyes on the long stretch of road ahead, which was baking in the sun and casting illusions of water. She reached over to squeeze her daughter’s arm.


‘Don’t you worry about “normal”,’ she said, just as softly. ‘Not a good enough word for you.’


Allegra tried to smile. ‘Ma? Did you read the Eyewitness piece on me?’


Her mother scoffed derisively. ‘I did. Then I looked up the journalist’s background. Her parents are both giants in the newspaper world and she was fired from a previous job for plagiarism. I don’t know where she found the audacity—’


‘Should I tell people I’m autistic?’


Roxanne pulled her car over to the side of the road. She turned off the engine and shifted her body to face Allegra. 


‘Ally, where has this come from?’


Allegra stared at the long road ahead of them and all of the cruel comments people had been making about her heaved into her mouth. ‘I’m not like other people. And they’re starting to work it out, Ma.’


‘Tough. It’s not their business.’


‘I keep thinking, maybe it should be. Maybe I should, I don’t know, come out of the library, so to speak.’


‘Do you want to?’


Allegra thought about what her publicist would say. Natalie firmly believed that telling the world would only narrow her opportunities and force her into the unwanted role of a spokesperson. ‘I don’t know. I want people . . . I want them to know there is a reason why I do things the way I do. That journalist called me cold. I’m not cold.’


At the end of the article, Julie M. Atkins had quipped that a summer of rest was probably ‘too much warmth for the frosty, unapproachable, impenetrable Miss Brooks’.


That closing line lingered in Allegra’s memory. It had burned into her sense of self with a sticking quality that kind compliments never seemed to achieve.


‘If you’re going to be public about it I want you to be completely ready and happy,’ Roxanne said carefully, and Allegra could tell by her mother’s expression that there was no fear over her daughter’s reputation or public image, just her mental health. It felt like a balm. ‘Once you give private parts of your life to the press, it’s out of the box for ever.’


Allegra had learned that fans could get obsessed by the smallest details. She had been in the industry for years but landing the role of Clera had changed everything – the public attention on her had tripled. Her horoscope had been hotly debated by early fans, until her birth chart was made public by a stranger. Her fashion was discussed and dissected on daytime talk shows. If she was dating somebody, their whole identity would be put on trial to decide which one of the pair was unworthy. The slow burn had become a wildfire because of one little golden idol. 


Allegra sat back. ‘Well. It’s something I’m considering.’


‘Okay,’ Roxanne said, gently starting the car again. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to pal around with me in the city all summer? We can do pedicures every day!’


Allegra was rarely ever at home with her mother. Her jobs were filmed all over the world, and although she had a flat in the city she was never there. She felt piercing guilt at her mother’s hopeful tone. But she was craving the anonymity of a small town, where people were too busy worrying about a festival with lots of famous authors to care about one little actor. She would be George’s out-of-town daughter, not a cover girl.


Her father would always tell her stories about the eccentric townspeople of Lake Pristine. Maybe it was one too many luncheons or benefits or after-parties, but something in Allegra needed to experience the eccentricity for herself. She wanted the mundane. The habitual. The antithesis of la-la land. 


‘I want to be as far away from multiple smartphones and large crowds as possible. I’m going to give Lake Pristine a shot.’


‘Well, I’m always on the other end of the phone.’


‘Yup. As is Maria. And Natalie. And the studio. And—’


‘And me, more than anyone. I mean it. Do they want you doing anything or are you allowed the whole summer off?’


‘I have a premiere in August. Other than that, it’s mostly Zooms.’


‘All right. You need a proper break, Ally. I’ve told your father that. I know you want to help him with the festival, but if you need a day by the lake with a glass of something sparkly, that’s just what the doctor ordered and he has to allow it. And! If you’re able to snap a picture of one of my authors’ books while lounging by the lake, that would be great, too.’


Allegra laughed. The only time her mother took advantage of Allegra’s fame was when one of her authors needed a boost on social media. She was an editor and she had a history of publishing writers who were famously averse to social media. So, Allegra had become her de facto publicity assistant.


‘Also, not sure if Dad can allow or disallow anything any more,’ Roxanne added, more for herself than for Allegra, it seemed. ‘You’re eighteen. You can do what you want now.’


The words were spoken with an air of disbelief. Allegra knew why. It had happened quietly the previous October. Her mother had been at the Frankfurt Book Fair and Allegra had been on a press tour. They had spoken briefly over the phone. Then Allegra had spent her eighteenth birthday alone in a hotel room.


‘All those sanctimonious mothers when you were growing up,’ Roxanne murmured. ‘So smug because you would run away from school or because you needed extra help. Where are their amazing offspring now?’


‘Stay humble,’ Allegra chided, but it was with the smallest, proudest smirk.


‘You are the greatest kid on this earth. Even if you’re barely a kid any more.’


There were enough things weighing on Allegra’s mind to make her feel like an adult. She had a schedule and a team and a public image.


Now, she just wanted a fun summer. It was owed to her, after years of call sheets, invasive questions from journalists and no friends.


It was funny. As a child, she had dreamed of glamour and glitz and glimmering people. Now that she had seen those things up close, she wanted something real. 


She shook away the thought and focused on the road ahead. Woodland had started to appear and the trees held a green colour that she had only ever seen in the glorious technicolour of her movies. A large, clean sign waited for them and it was no mirage.


Welcome to Lake Pristine.


Allegra found herself snapping pictures on her phone of the little town as her mother pulled into Main Street because she knew a dozen set designers who would find it so inspiring. It looked like something from a movie. They found a parking space by a shop called Vivi’s Cupcakes. Allegra stared through the window at the creative concoctions, cakes with pastel-coloured icing and famous faces made out of confectionery. There was a vintage clothing store, a haberdashery, a sweet little cafe and a laundry, all on the corner where Allegra and her mum were standing by the car.


The sun was so bright, it made the streets of Lake Pristine glisten. They gleamed in the aftermath of a small summer rainstorm, more welcoming to Allegra than anything she had seen in months.


People were heading towards the woods, in the direction of the actual lake that the town was named after (Allegra had seen it briefly on their way into town: a large, emerald body of water that the mid-thirty-degree heat called for) and as Allegra watched them in their swimwear, carrying their coolers and deck chairs, she felt suddenly at ease. Already it was everything she had imagined.


‘This is exactly what I need,’ she said quietly.


An elderly couple on the other side of the street looked over at them. ‘Roxy!’ the woman called. ‘You’re back. Good to see you.’


Allegra stifled a laugh as her mother grimaced but offered a polite wave back. ‘Good to see you, Ginger. Doug.’


‘How’s the city job?’


‘Good. Fine.’


‘I didn’t like that crime author you published. Too gruesome.’


The woman was yelling from the other side of the street, with no self-consciousness.


Allegra watched as her mother turned back into a teenager. ‘Sorry to hear that, Ginger.’


The couple moved on, either indifferent or oblivious to Allegra. 


‘Oh my God, Ma.’


‘Don’t say a word,’ muttered her mother. ‘You’ll be dragged into this small-town nonsense soon enough.’


Allegra, laughing, moved to the trunk of the car and retrieved her old suitcase. Across the town square, connected to Main Street, was Brooks Books. It was one of the larger shops in town, and she knew her father’s two-bedroom flat was located just above it.


‘Well, that’s you for the next four months,’ Roxanne said gamely. ‘Within walking distance of books, beach and cupcakes.’


Allegra closed the trunk and beamed at her mother. ‘Perfection.’


 


Jonah felt as though he had been on the phone to this customer for as long as he had been alive.


‘It’s kind of an annual tradition,’ he said into the phone, and it was the fifth time he had uttered this sentence. ‘People rent out their spare rooms, the one tiny inn fills up, and everyone else comes in on these shuttle buses. The whole town’s population triples over the summer. It’s . . . nice.’


He did not exactly care for the sudden influx of people himself, but it was wonderful for business. It set them up until Christmas and so it was his duty to promote it.


‘But I’ve called the inn for a booking and they wouldn’t give me one!’ barked the man on the other end of the line.


‘Yes,’ Jonah said, shocked at his own patience. ‘Most people book really far in advance. We open soon. Most readers have booked accommodation already.’


‘Then where the hell am I supposed to stay? You haven’t even announced the programme yet!’


‘I know, sir,’ Jonah said, pinching the bridge of his nose and exhaling slowly. ‘Our festival-goers are very committed. But as I say, shuttle buses from the city run twice every hour. There are loads of hotels in the city.’


‘I don’t want to be stuck on a bus with idiots!’


Jonah almost put the phone down, his wrist straining as he forced himself to stay on the line. ‘Okay. But as I say, if the inn is booked up, you may have to rent a room in town from one of the locals, or shuttle in from the city. Our programme will be announced in two weeks. Thank you for your interest in the Lake Pristine Book Festival.’


He slammed down the receiver and let his elbows drop onto the cash desk. ‘Simon?’


‘Yup?’


‘Can I take my break?


‘No way. People are heading this way.’


‘You didn’t hear this guy on the phone. My blood pressure is skyrocketing.’


Simon threw him a look of sympathy. ‘Give me the phone next time. You always say the wrong things to people, Jonah.’


Simon was in the window, finishing the display. He was making a rainbow out of books, coordinating by colour. His blonde hair was starting to moisten and he was wearing dark glasses to combat the heat. People waved at him and smiled in appreciation as they passed by outside and he would throw them a salute in greeting. Jonah swallowed and glanced down at his hands. He loved Simon but he envied him, too. He made everything look so easy.


‘Fine, but you man the desk. I’m dusting those top shelves.’


Jonah was atop his ladder and removing books from the top shelf when the shop door tinkled and opened.


‘Don’t let the air conditioning out,’ Simon quipped, throwing the visitor a winning smile.


Jonah glanced down at the customer, a well-dressed woman in her forties with a sunny smile. She wore a maxi dress and a sun hat, with sandals and a large tote bag. She was obviously a book lover. Simon would have no trouble with her.


Jonah returned to dusting.


‘Sorry to be crouched in the window like a ghoul,’ Simon said to the customer, getting to his feet. ‘Can I help you?’


‘Hello,’ she said in an airy, cheerful voice. ‘Is George about?’


‘He’s just stepped out to see if he can buy another fan. Is there anything I can help you with?’


‘No, I’ll wait, it’s fine.’


The door tinkled once more and someone else entered the shop. From his vantage point, Jonah could only make out the top of her head. She was young, tall and wore a baseball cap, sunglasses and a fabric mask.


‘You doing okay up there?’ the older woman asked, calling to Jonah with a pleasing smile.


‘Oh, fine,’ he called down. ‘Just dolling the place up a bit.’


‘It’s almost festival time,’ Simon added, returning to his window. ‘And we have a celebrity on their way to town, so we can’t have a mucky shop.’


Jonah continued to clear the shelf. He kept his back to the customers. Simon was always good at keeping people busy so that Jonah could do the cleaning and the organizing. 


‘What kind of celebrity?’ the older woman asked Simon.


‘A famous actress. It’s the talk of the town.’


‘Surely there are better things to talk about.’


‘Well, that’s exactly what I think,’ Jonah said matter-of-factly, wiping clean the now empty top shelf with ferocious speed. ‘She’s probably going to take one look at this place and bail.’


‘You think?’ asked the younger woman, taking off the cloth mask covering the lower half of her face.


‘Yes, I mean, this place makes the town in Footloose look like Sodom and Gomorrah,’ Jonah went on, still focused on the bookshelf.


‘Oh, really?’


He threw her a cursory look. She was taking off her shiny, purple baseball cap and had started to unpin her hair.


‘She’s probably stuck-up too, that’s how she looks in her pictures. Spoiled and snooty,’ Jonah said, more to himself than to the customer. ‘Hollywood type. She’ll hate it here.’


‘I can’t imagine why, you’re all so welcoming.’


Something in her tone made Jonah glance down and his expression went from curious to horrified. The young woman fluffed out her long, wavy hair and removed her oversized sunglasses to look up at him with amused sea-green eyes.


‘Oh, God,’ Jonah croaked.


‘Nice to meet you,’ the beautiful young woman said. ‘I’m Allegra. Do you need help up there? I think the dust may have affected your manners.’












Chapter Four


Allegra felt a little stab of satisfaction at the bookseller’s mortification, and then several things happened at once. The affable blonde boy in the window leapt to his feet and rushed at Allegra, as if she were a long-lost love, and the shop door burst open to reveal her father, George Brooks, holding a brand-new fan still in its box.


‘Ally,’ he yelled. He darted towards her, as though wanting to scoop her up, and then composed himself. He dropped the fan by the door and quickly kissed her mother on the cheek, before turning to Allegra.


‘Great to see you, kid,’ he settled on. ‘You’re so . . . tall.’


‘Well,’ said Allegra, who felt suddenly awkward and unsure, ‘I was thirteen when I last saw you in person.’


Her career had meant family and friends falling by the wayside and the guilt, while always present, was suddenly loud and stifling. The years had sped by while she flew all over the world and spent months on location in Ireland or Croatia or New Zealand. Their video chats were always harried and rushed, usually from cars or airport lounges. 


‘Well, I see you on the small screen every Monday,’ he reminded her. ‘I watch all of them. Reruns, too.’


Allegra smiled shyly. ‘Thanks.’


She wanted to say that people never looked like they did on television but she was highly aware of the two boys her own age standing close by.


‘So, these are my two trusty booksellers. That’s Simon,’ George said, gesturing to the blonde by the window, and then to the one on the ladder, who had dark eyes, dark curls and a dark mood, ‘and this surly one is Jonah.’


‘Thanks, fearless leader,’ said Simon and Allegra’s eyes shot to his face.


Hadn’t she heard that expression in one of the emails? 


‘Welcome to Lake Pristine,’ Simon said warmly.


So here he was.


Allegra gave him the smile she reserved for red carpets and thanked him. She wondered if he knew, too. If he had worked it out. His enthusiastic greeting had been such a blast of warmth, it made her feel like they shared a delicious secret. He was good-looking, too. Especially as he wore such a sun-filled smile. The other bookseller wore a face full of thunder. 


‘Right!’ Her father clapped his hands. ‘I think we should close up for an hour and have lunch out the back on the terrace.’


The five of them – two parents, two booksellers and one global superstar – sat around the outdoor dining table with a huge salad and a couple of takeaway pizzas. Allegra felt like a little girl again as she watched her parents. She chewed on a slice of chicken pizza and analysed every move they made. Her mother had remarked on the town being almost exactly the same and George had shrugged and quietly stated that it was better and brighter now that Roxanne was back.


Allegra held her breath but Roxanne merely smiled at the compliment and then looked away.


‘How was the journey in?’ her father asked her mother, quickly masking any disappointment he felt.


Allegra knew they would occasionally meet up while she was on location but she had never been able to fully analyse or label their relationship. 


‘Pretty good,’ said Roxanne. ‘How’s the festival coming along? Surely it’s not just the three of you running things?’


‘Not any more. George caved and hired a PR firm two years ago and that’s what we do each summer,’ Simon said.


Allegra had to admire how at home Simon felt with two complete strangers. 


‘So, how long have you both worked for George?’ her mother asked the two booksellers.


‘This is our third summer,’ Simon answered. ‘Mary and Nick come in on the weekends to help, but it’s mostly been us for the last couple of years. We both used to hide here after school.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Eighteen,’ Simon said, answering for Jonah too, who Allegra noticed was facing away from the group and staring into the distance.


‘Going to university in September?’


Simon glanced at Jonah, clearly checking in with him and making space for him to join in. When he remained silent, Simon spoke once more for the both of them. ‘Me, yes, him, no.’


‘It’s going to be a hunt to replace Simon,’ George said.


The look of surprised delight on Simon’s face made Allegra wonder how often her father praised them for their work.


‘I just have to say something,’ Simon said, after everyone had eaten a little more of the food. He beamed at Allegra. ‘It is . . . surreal to be sat across from you right now.’


Allegra allowed a small, polite smile. People always thought this kind of fawning was enjoyable for her. For a while, maybe it had been. Now it just made her feel panicky.


‘She’s just in need of a nice, chill summer,’ Roxanne said, with only the tiniest note of reproach in her voice. 


‘Yes, no leaking Ally’s location, boys,’ George said firmly. ‘She’s here for a break. Leaks will be a sackable offence.’


‘Unrelated, but you need to get a mobile phone,’ Roxanne told her ex-husband with a disbelieving laugh. ‘You have been impossible to get hold of these days. You only have the old landline in the shop, and you never answer it. We were praying the voicemails got to you.’


‘The boss can’t cope with technology,’ Simon interjected. ‘I even have to do your emails, right, George?’


Allegra smiled at that, while George shrugged and looked at her mother. 


‘You can always write me a letter, Roxy.’


Allegra watched her mother soften and look away.


‘I should probably open the shop back up,’ Jonah said, speaking for the first time, his voice deep and detached.


Allegra watched the dark-haired bookseller stalk back into the shop with a touch of dismay. She had tried to be funny about the little social blunder from before but he seemed extremely vexed. His pride was clearly wounded.


‘I don’t think I’ve made a very good first impression with him,’ she told the rest of the group.


‘Oh, don’t worry about Jonah,’ Simon said, edging his chair closer to Allegra. ‘He’s only ever all about books. He’s actually pretty great, you’ll warm to him. Now, I have a million questions about filming Court of Bystanders!’ He stopped as he read the changing expression on Allegra’s face, her sudden withdrawal at the mention of her job. He changed tactics. ‘But you’re here for a break, so I’m going to be totally respectful of that. So, Allegra Brooks, totally average teenager in Lake Pristine, what’s your favourite book?’


As Jonah reopened the shop he tried to focus on anything other than his visceral embarrassment. He was used to saying the wrong things to the wrong people, but this was one of his worst offences yet. It had been almost too unbearable, sitting there with everyone who had witnessed it.


Allegra, more than anyone.


At the table he had found his acute embarrassment morphing into complete rudeness. He’d found it difficult to look at her, and it didn’t help to watch Simon turn on his customer service mask. Allegra and her mother were already halfway-charmed. 


He busied himself with Simon’s abandoned window display and when a familiar face tapped on the glass with a smile, he gestured for them to come inside.


‘Hey, Grace.’


Grace Lancaster, his former classmate and friend from Lake Pristine High. She had recently celebrated her eighteenth birthday and had, after getting a little tipsy on her older brother’s beer, forced Jonah to do karaoke with her. He laughed fondly whenever he heard Stevie Nicks and remembered their terrible duet of ‘Blue Denim’. She peeked round the door with a hat over her dark curls and a denim jacket covering her dance leotard, and Jonah knew exactly why she had come.


‘Is she here yet?’ Grace asked. She smiled at Jonah knowingly. He knew she could read his irritation over all of the fuss. 


‘Who?’ Jonah said, playing the fool. ‘The big movie star?’


‘Of course the big movie star,’ Grace chastised him, as she fanned herself in the shade of the bookshop. ‘Is she here? Is she beautiful?’


‘She’s having lunch with Simon and her parents in the back,’ Jonah said, moving to the computer.


‘And you were made to stay here?’ asked Grace, a laugh in her voice.


‘No, I . . . I offered. She’s not my kind of book.’


It helped Jonah to think of other people as books. Sometimes they came in genres, just like novels.


The beautiful, romantic kind. The history-obsessed. The zany and particular. The pretentious and dull.


Sometimes they were recommended to you by other people. Their covers didn’t always match the contents, and the ones with plenty of praise thrown their way were often the ones Jonah had the most trouble reading. He had the disquieting sense that Allegra Brooks was the kind of book everyone raved about and adored and that fact alone made him want to avoid picking it up. 


So, he wouldn’t read her. She clearly had enough people turning her pages, she didn’t need another.


He opened up the shopfloor email. He smiled in spite of himself as he noticed a reply from the anonymous pen-pal. He was on the keyboard in an instant, pouring out the frustration he was enduring after such a weird afternoon. 


shopfloor@BrooksBooks.com


to: westendgirl@gmail.com


Subject: New Arrival


Dear Friend,


I think I can call you that now, strange person who only wanted to know about festival dates. You have now been coerced through your own politeness into being my pen-pal. Sorry.


There’s a glamorous new arrival in Lake Pristine and I just made a complete fool of myself in front of her –


Jonah paused, his fingers hovering over the keys. He deleted the sentence and started again. 


– and my colleague just made a complete fool of himself in front of her, so I’m dying of second-hand embarrassment for him. Nice to see our fearless leader so happy, though.


He didn’t want to be uncharitable to Simon, but his friend was far too enchanted by fame and it irked Jonah. Surely even Allegra could see through the boy’s flattering and toadying, even if Simon himself was oblivious to the fact that he was doing it. 


Stay tuned to see how else my co-worker can make a spectacle of himself.


Kindest and fondest regards,


Bookseller.


Before he could send it, Grace’s voice pierced his concentration.


‘Hey, Simon.’


Jonah glanced up to see his colleague jogging into the shop, looking all lit up. He ignored Grace’s greeting. ‘I need the computer.’
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