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‘Don’t leave me! I love you, Allison!’

‘Cut! Eric, what are you doing? The name is Beatrice, not Allison.’

The actor was taken by surprise by his own Freudian slip. He did not know why he shouted her name. He had an on-again, off-again relationship with a woman named Andrea. And in his social circle, no one had the name Allison.

‘Let’s take it from the top, people!’ 

Allison stared at his picture for a while. She found the famous actor Eric Broune mesmerising. She checked his social media account several times daily, hoping to see a new photo. Her infatuation with him had grown into the extreme. She checked accounts from people he followed or actors he worked with, just to catch a glimpse of his personal life. 

Allison turned off her computer. She was running late for work. Again. She grabbed her coat, almost tripping over the old magazines that fell off a chair in the process. One day she would pick them up, but not now. She ran out the door, sprinted to the bus stop, praying she wouldn’t miss it this time. She was in luck. Other passengers were stepping on when she lined up at the end of the queue. She found an empty seat and settled in. Allison quickly took her smartphone out of her bag and opened her own Instagram account. Scrolling her feed eased her mind. As the bus continued its route, Allison checked some other accounts from celebrities. And each time she saw a picture of her subject of admiration, she clicked the heart button. 

The bus stopped. Allison looked up to realise she had to leave. Reluctantly, she stepped out and walked towards the office. She worked as an administrator for a small company located on Pear Street, London. The workload was low. Some days, she finished her daily tasks before lunch. On other days, she would stare at her screen, hoping an email from headquarters would brighten her mood. Most days, she spent alone at the office. Her boss and two other colleagues cruised the country. 

She never really understood what type of job they had. She knew it had to do with the inspection of old houses. Construction and pest control, something like that.

The company she worked for specialised in dilapidated houses and castles to be renovated. Her boss and her colleagues would check for pests, visible and invisible problems and describe them in a report. The inspections were usually at the behest of a real estate office. Allison was in charge of typing out the reports and invoicing the work.

As she opened the front door, she heard the voice of Donald Jones, her boss.

‘In France? No problem. Send us the details and we will send you a tender.’

Allison looked at her boss.

‘If you want a tender after a first visual real-life look at the property, we first email you a quotation for that visit.’ The businesslike response echoed through the room.

Allison, seeing the intense look in Donald’s dark brown eyes, listened sharply.

‘Ok,’ Donald said, ‘but I cannot send my people abroad for several days without getting the job.’ He paused deliberately and continued: ‘We are the best in our field.’

A few minutes later, her boss hung up the phone. He straightened his back and ran his hand through his black hair. His way of indicating the conversation had gone smoothly and to his liking.

‘Donald,’ Allison said, ‘what was that all about? A job in France?’

Donald smiled. ‘Yes. And the good thing is, the property owner is paying for everything, no matter how much it costs.’

‘This is good? Without any tenders from other companies?’ Allison was confused. Usually, they needed to prepare the paperwork, submit the tender, and hope that they would get the job.

‘Yes,’ Donald shouted. ‘He heard of our reputation and only wants to deal with us. I can’t wait to tell the others.’

‘Who will you give the job to?’

‘That’s the thing. I have already seen a picture of the castle and it is a three-man job!’ 

Donald took out his mobile phone and started calling the others. He got more and more excited with every passing minute. 

Allison couldn't wait. She would have the office all to herself if they were sent to France. That meant more time to search for pictures. More time to search the Internet and more hours dedicated to nurturing her obsession. She smiled when she saw Donald doing a little dance through the office. ‘Donald,’ she asked. ‘Do you know when the project will start and how long it will take?’

‘I am meeting with the owner or someone from the real estate office next week. I will receive additional information through email today or maybe tomorrow. One of them might come to the office here next week, so I don't have to go to France.’

‘That sounds fantastic. I'll ask the cleaning lady to make the office spick-and-span for our visitors. Do you want me to inform the head office of this new job?’

'No,’ Donald said. ‘I will do it myself. But I will only inform them once I get the additional information.’

Allison went to her desk, which was in a separate room next to Donald’s office.

The entire office space consisted of three large rooms, a kitchenette, and a small bathroom. The third room was used as a conference room. 

Allison dove into her tasks. Five emails to respond to and two invoices to settle, she thought. If I work slowly, it should occupy me for about two hours. She looked at the time and started working. She heard Donald calling her name and shouting, ‘Bye, see you soon, probably tomorrow.’

Moments later, the sound of the door slamming signalled his departure. Allison took out her smartphone and started scrolling on Instagram. There were a few posts from her friends, but no new pictures of her obsession. She looked at the time. She knew he had an acting job on the other side of the planet. And sometimes she forgot there was an eight-hour time difference. It relaxed her. It meant he would probably still be asleep, and no new pictures would have been posted. She went back to work. The silence at the office was disturbed by the ringing of the phone.

‘Good morning, Allison speaking. How may I help you?’

‘Allison, it's Nathan. I just called to let you know that I finished my job and I'm going home to do the paperwork.’

‘OK, Nathan. Don't forget to email it to Donald.’ 

‘I won't. I’ll drop by the office tomorrow. Do you know when Donald will be in?’

‘I'm sorry, I don't know. He normally arrives around nine, but sometimes earlier.’

‘Good to know, see you tomorrow.’ Nathan ended the call without addressing the France job.

Nathan had only been at the office for a few months but had already found himself drawn to Allison. Allison had noticed his subtle but unmistakable interest in her. But to her, Nathan was only a hardworking colleague. She found his stocky body repulsive. His light, red-coloured hair and light brown eyes only served to accentuate the unease she felt in his presence. He had asked her out a few times, but she had always refused. 

He was not what she looked for in a man. Her rejecting him didn't scare him off. He kept paying attention towards her. And Allison hated it. 

She panicked. She grabbed her mobile phone and texted her friend Miriam. 

‘SOS. Nathan is coming over tomorrow.’

‘Is he still hung up on you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you give him somehow the idea that you are interested in him? You sometimes give these indistinct hints to men, even if you don’t realise it.’

‘Of course not! So, how can I make him lose interest in me?’

‘Just act uninteresting. Give short answers.’

‘That's what I always do.’

‘Fake a new boyfriend?’

‘And how would I let him know?’

‘Text me when he comes in tomorrow, and I'll call you. And then we can have a conversation about your fake boyfriend.’

‘Good idea. I'll name him Eric.’

‘Eric? As in your celebrity crush Eric Broune? Good one!’

The conversation ended with a LOL.

Allison heard the church bell chime. Time for lunch, she thought. She pushed back her chair, smoothing the wrinkles of her soft, silky-looking green blouse and left the office. For about thirty minutes, she wandered, slowly walking towards the church. She was deep in her own thoughts. Thinking of him and trying to figure out how she could let him know of her existence. It became clear that her liking his posts didn’t do the trick. She sighed, adjusting a lock of her black hair that had fallen in front of her eyes. She turned and made her way back to the office. There, she took her smoked salmon sandwich out of the fridge and ate it, her mind still spinning with thoughts about him.

Around three o’clock in the afternoon, she called Donald. Her work was done; there was nothing left for her to do that day. She asked and got permission to leave for home, but only if she checked her office email from her home computer. 

Allison left, locking the office door and patiently waited at the nearby bus stop. On her way home, she scrolled through the Instagram feed of the man she admired.
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Chapter II
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‘Look at Eric scrolling! He hasn’t said a word since his embarrassing performance this morning.’

‘Yes, I heard. The director was furious. Let me take a picture of him.’

‘Eric, look up!’ His assistant Xeni quickly captured his questioning eyes on camera.

‘Thank you, Xeni,’ Eric yelled. ‘Post it somewhere, will you. And before I forget, can you look into the statistical details of last week?’

‘Sure, boss,’ she said. ‘You want to know how many photographs this Allison person liked this time?’

‘No, thank you. She is a bit too much.’

When the alarm went off the following morning, Allison immediately reached for her phone. Yesterday, there were no new pictures of her crush. It had hit her hard. Was he going into an ‘Instagram’ silence? She liked almost all of his old pictures and then had to settle for photographs on fan accounts. Right before she fell asleep, she looked back at his profile, staring immensely into his face, noticing the little wrinkles and dimples in his cheeks. And now, still waiting for her brain to wake up, she scrolled into her feed and then into his. No luck. She checked a newfound account and saw a brand-new picture. He sat in silence, watching his phone screen.  The caption read: ‘Eric on the scroll.’ 

Allison was over the moon. This made her day. She could definitely face up to the visit from Nathan.

At work, while she waited for Donald to arrive, Allison wrote a reply to the scrolling post. ‘Lovely picture,’ it said. It was her very first reaction to one of his pictures. Her heart pounded rapidly as her finger pressed the send button. What if he noticed? What if he reacted? What if he blocked her? These thoughts crossed her mind—scary thoughts without any real basis. She knew it was the account of some stranger, but maybe there was a chance he might check this too. She thought replying might be the only way for her to be noticed. Next time, she would only react to his own feed. And as long as she kept her responses polite, the chances of her profile being blocked would be limited. It was a way to connect.

‘Hello, hello,’ she heard. Her spirits dropped instantly. Nathan. 

‘Good morning,’ she replied, hoping to sound business-like. She pretended to read an email and barely looked up when Nathan entered her space.

‘Coffee?’ he asked.

‘No, thank you,’ she said, peering at her screen.

‘Donald in yet?’ asked Nathan.

‘No, I haven’t heard him come in yet.’ She kept peering at her screen, hoping he would leave. 

From the corner of her eye, she saw him moving closer and closer to her. She shifted back and forth on her chair, reached for a desk drawer, pulling it open in an attempt to create a barrier between them. Her breath halted, her muscles tightened, and her jaws clenched together. 

‘Is something wrong, Allison? You look a bit stressed.’ 

‘Nothing
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