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There is a dog barking outside, I am jolted awake by the noise. It seems to be getting louder. Is the dog at my front door? Is it scaling the ivy outside and trying to bust in through my goddamn window?

Awake feels sickly and I am instantly in a bad mood. As I come round, I fully register the extent of the headache I have woken up to. I would describe this feeling as a hangover, except I only drink alcohol when I am socialising with other people. It is one of the few concessions towards self-preservation that I have stuck to. I have not been drunk in almost two years.

“Shut up!” I croak at the ceiling.

The right side of the bed is still. I can feel the coolness of the sheets radiating next to me, but I dare not move my hands to touch it.

The barking continues. Enraged, I drag my sluggish body over to the window and wrench the curtains aside. I am assaulted by sunlight burning a sticky heat into the room. I wince as dust moves in the shaft of light. It’s like an old adventure movie; Raiders of the Lost Bedroom. My eyes sting. The whole world is alive and moving as I stand here motionless. I stare out at it, an alien witnessing human life for the first time, confused and fascinated.  I’m wearing a man’s faded Sheffield United football shirt that once used to drown me, but these days is becoming increasingly fitted. It’s probably six seasons out of date but I will never part with it. I look over my shoulder to the bedside table, the digital alarm clock signals 14:47 in its sickly green glow.

“Shut up,” I murmur to the time, the sun and the still barking dog. 

Snapping the curtains shut I crawl back into the warm hollow I left. Since there is no reason to leave, I will return to it with pleasure. I try to ignore the cold and almost damp stillness of the untouched side of the bed. If I think about other things, then I can sleep. I start to daydream about Malaki, a particularly handsome but troubled character from my favourite fantasy movie franchise, and eventually I drift back into oblivion. 
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The high-pitched trilling of my phone jolts me awake hours later. The room is hot now, the t-shirt sticks to my chest. As I reach for my treacherous mobile I catch a whiff of my armpits. They smell exactly as they should smell after three days in bed during the summer. 

I grab the phone as it chimes away. It’s my Mum. I let it ring a little longer before I hang up. Maybe she will believe that I’m busy. It’s three thirty now, time to get out of bed. I heave my mass away from the sweat drenched  pillows, and pad to the bathroom, feet sticking to the vinyl floor and begin to run a shower. I don’t check the mirror, but peel myself out of the stinky shirt and throw it into the wash basket. It will sit there in that pile for another few weeks probably, but at least it’s no longer on my body. I go to step over the side of the bath and into the lukewarm stream of the shower, but stop to remove my rings.  I feel stupid and sad, because of course I don’t wear them anymore. I rub the empty finger of my left hand with my thumb. The skin above the knuckle still feels smooth where the gold used to rub against it. Will it always feel this way? I had to stop wearing them months ago, after my weight gain had made them uncomfortable. I’d found a friction callous that had taken weeks to fade completely. It had been an angry red reminder of my loss. Not that I had needed one, my insides are still raw. A lump forms in my throat. I didn’t want to do this today,  so I turn the shower’s heat right down and step into the cold water. The shock takes my breath away, it makes me forget, just for a little while.

Shivering in a towel with clean hair at last, I shuffle back to the sweatbox bedroom just as my phone begins to ring. I frown at it, annoyed, I expect it to be my Mum again. However, this time the screen says Maggie. With a sinking feeling in my stomach I scramble to answer it whilst trying to keep my towel around me.

“Hiya love,” Her voice is patient and understanding as always, “how’s your week been?” 

“Good.” I lie. I know she can hear it.

“Been busy?”

“Yeah, trying to keep busy. How are you?” Attempting to deflect.

“I’ve been alright. I’ve been batch cooking. Do you want me to fill your freezer up?” Even now, after her son is gone, she’s still trying to keep us well fed. 

“Thanks Maggie. I’ll pop by on Monday if you want and pick it up?” 

I can hear the surprise in her voice. “Oh, okay love. Yes, that’d be lovely.”

I haven’t been to her house since the wake. I can’t bear to see his face smiling from every picture frame. I don’t know why I suggested that I’d go over, I just know that I don’t want to see her today.

“Your Mum’s been in touch with me Nat,” she continues, “I think she’s worried that you’re too isolated in that house. Why don’t you ring her?”

“She called me earlier actually.” A half truth.

“That’s good then love. That’s good.”

A pause stretches on a little too long. Is there nothing for us to say, or too much? I can’t tell.

“Actually Maggie, I’d better go. I need to clean the house. I’ve got a Uni friend coming over for the weekend.”

“Have you?” The excitement in her voice makes me feel wretched. Have I really been so hopeless that just the prospect of a friend coming over to speak to me seems so important to her? “Nat, that’s great love. Great!”

“It’s just Julie. She’s over from America for a few months.” 

“Oh, wow, wow, okay! Are you sure you don’t need any dinner?”

She’s even trying to feed my friends now. I explain we’re ordering take-away and we end the call. I feel empty again. She rings me every week and has done so ever since the accident. After two years you can’t keep talking about your grief, and so each call becomes more forced and awkward. But one day they will stop and I’m sure I’ll be worse off for that. I lost a husband, but she lost a son. For that I can at least pick up the phone every seven days and force out a few words. 

It seems counterintuitive to finally put pants and a bra on at 4pm, but Julie will be here in three hours and I have an entire house to clean and supplies to purchase. Tonight, we will drink. Tonight, we will drink like its fresher’s week circa 2011. Like the night we first met all those years ago, when we were 19-year-old dreamers with unsullied livers. I anticipate the hangover to be monumental, so I add paracetamol to my shopping list. 

I once used to be so house proud, but I gave up caring the day Craig died. Suddenly there seemed to be so many more important things than whether the kitchen table had clutter on it. Today though, with Julie staying over, I found that I cared a little again and it made me feel good. I remember my counsellor told me that my life before had seemed like a completed puzzle and after the accident all the pieces blew apart. Over time I had to start to find each one and put it back together again, and some days it would be one or two small pieces, but on others I might rebuild a whole section. Today felt like a tiny corner piece finding its long-lost neighbour. It was small, but it was a start. The problem is that I know that the picture will never be the same again. There can never be Craig and Nat again, if this puzzle of my life is ever completed it will never look the same as it once did. I’m not ready to see a future without Craig in it. Is it even possible to rebuild a life with pieces missing? 

I grab the vacuum. I’ve been philosophising too long and time is running away from me. I’ve got to get the living areas clean and then I can do the spare bedroom. I’ve got to make it at least look like I’m not still falling apart.
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Leaving the house for the first time in six days was not as daunting as I feared it would be, mainly because the cleaning took so long that I’ve now got to walk to and from the shop with my supplies in with less than an hour before Julie arrives. The car is in the driveway, but I wont touch it. Christ, I don’t even know where the keys are hidden. I’ve got my empty backpack on and my powerwalk is engaged. I’ll be a sweaty mess by the time I get home but at least I’ll be on time. I arrive at the local store and fill my basket. There’s not that many people around so I can avoid having to greet anyone, though I know the lady behind the counter will speak to me and I try to mentally prepare myself for that as I join the queue. I should know her name, she’s worked here for years and knows everyone in the village. If Craig were here he’d know, he’d ask after her family. He grew up in this village, he probably went to school with her children. But he’s not here, and I’m the interloper. I’m queuing behind a woman and her young daughter. The girl turns, she looks familiar, my stomach drops as recognition flashes across her face.

“Mrs Webster!” she squeaks, “Mummy, Mummy look!”

It’s one of my ex-pupils but I can’t remember her name. She looks about ten years old, but I’m not a good judge of age. I recognise her face but last time I saw her she would have been around five and they change so much over those formative years. I see the lightbulb of recognition flash in her mother’s eyes too. 

“Hello.” 

I reply in a voice I almost don’t recognise. It’s my professional voice, my teacher voice, it clicks in as easily as if I’d just walked out of the school building. I haven’t heard it in two years, I find its confident cadence reassuring. With this voice I had educated, ended fights, told stories, awarded praise and reproached poor behaviour. But I haven’t heard it since the day I left the classroom for the final time. 

“I’m sorry I don’t remember your name. Last time I saw you, you would have been very little and now you’re all grown up.”

“It’s Jemma, Miss.”

The face and the name snap together somewhere in my brain and I remember her. She had been in my first ever class back when I was an energetic twenty-two year old. I’d been fresh out of school myself and stood trembling as the room had filled with terrifying five year olds. 

“Jemma Hardy! Jemma with a J?”

Her little face lights up. “Yeah!”

“Gosh,” I say, glancing at her Mum, “last time I saw you, you were half the size of me. You’ll be taller than me soon. Do you still like football?”

Jemma nods.

“She’s into martial arts now too.” Her Mum explains.

“Wow, awesome.” Jemma gazes at me expectantly as her mum turns back to the lady at the till and starts to rummage around in her bag.

Deciding that she can’t be bothered to wait for me to ask, Jemma decides  to fill me in on everything that has happened to her over the last four years. She’s busy showing me one of her kick boxing stances when I realise that her Mum is still scrabbling in her bag and a red flush is creeping up her cheek. 

She’s mumbling something to the cashier. “Oh gosh, I’m so sorry. Where is the bloody thing? I might have left it in the car. I’m so sorry.”

She’s left her wallet somewhere and the cashier smiles indulgently. I look at her shopping, it’s already been scanned in and bagged, it consists of a pint of milk, a bottle of white wine and some sweets. The clock above the cigarette dispensary says 18:25 and I’ve got a twenty-minute walk home to do before Julie arrives at seven. I take my wallet out of my jean pocket and approach the counter.

“I’ll get it for you.”

Jemma’s Mum turns to me both aghast and grateful. “No, no, it’s alright. I’ll leave it.”

“You have a nine year old child,” I say, and indicate the shopping, “you need all of this.”

She laughs and thanks me, though she still looks embarrassed. I pay for her shopping and load my own onto the counter.

“If you give me your address, I could drop the money over tomorrow.” She says. 

I make up some excuse about data protection and teachers' home addresses, she seems to swallow it. Any mention of the data protection act makes most people’s eyes glaze over. I appease her by suggesting that she can pay me back when she runs into me next, knowing that the chances of that were minimal. I don’t need the money and she probably does need the wine. 

Jemma is oblivious to all of this as she scampers over to her Mum once the bag is in her hand and tries to get the sweets. They leave the store wrestling over it and Jemma calls, “Bye Miss!” over her shoulder. I know she’ll have the sweets before they get in the car and her Mum will have opened that wine before 8pm this evening.
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Julie arrives at 7pm to the second as I knew she would. She’s always been this way, even as a hungover teenager. If we’d arranged a run at 7am then she’d been banging on my dorm room door at exactly 7am, even if she’d had to stop to throw up on her way. I’d made pretty good time on my walk back considering I had been carrying the weight of the wine and snacks on my back. I’d even had time to splash water on my face and apply more deodorant. I wonder what Julie would think if she knew that this is the cleanest I have been in months. At the door we hug and fumble around awkwardly in the narrow hallway trying to move past each other. The greeting had been joyful but tense, the way that things are when you meet up again with someone that you haven’t seen in months. But we’re past that now and we’ve not even opened the wine yet. The test of true friendship is how quickly things can slip back into their natural rhythm after a long period apart. For Julie and I it took exactly four sips of tea and suddenly she’s spilling stories like it’s the first year at University again. I think that’s a really good sign. She lets out a huge sigh as she drinks more of her cup. She hasn’t asked me how I’m doing yet, and I suspect she’s skirting around that talk until she’s finished her drink.

“They don’t have tea bags in LA?” I ask, in reference to her contented sighs.

She smiles in that wide-open way she has. It’s a smile that makes you feel included, even though you don’t know what you’re happy about. “Of course they do. But there’s nothing like drinking strong tea in a Yorkshire village.”

“Makes it taste better?”

“Everything tastes better here; the milk, the tea, the water. Even the air smells better.”

Suddenly I’m glad I scrubbed the kitchen.

“It’s probably all the limescale.” I suggest, jokingly.

“I think,” she says, scrutinising me with her brown eyes, “that you look better than when I last saw you.”

That had been eighteen months ago, and I had been an emotional wreck. Now I’m an isolated wreck instead. Is that progress?

“You’re not crying for one thing, thank God. I had enough of that last time.” Julie has never treated me with kid gloves, she doesn’t know how to pull punches. She cuts straight to the quick and always has. But she’s loving and loyal, eighteen months ago she was telling me to get a grip but still holding me and letting me cry on her for hours.

“I eat through my emotions now.” I joke, though it’s not exactly a lie.

“Yeah I can see,” she says, without malice, “It suits you actually Nat, so don’t be trying to pull that self-pity crap on me.”

It seems strange to take this as a compliment, but I do. The thing is if she thought I looked like shit then she’d tell me. That’s just what Julie does. 

“I know you though, you look pale and your skin tans under candlelight. This area’s been enjoying a heatwave this past month, so what have you been doing indoors all this time?”

“Christ Sherlock!” I scoff, “Any more fascinating deductions?”

“Only that you’re trying to avoid the question. You’ve not left the house, have you?”

“Have you been speaking to my Mother?”

“Nat, you need to get out. How do you hope to move on if you refuse to even leave the house?”

I roll my eyes. I’ve been trying to avoid this very discussion with my Mother for months now. “I’m trying to rebuild from here first.” I lie.

“Why? Your life is never going to be the same again.”

I should be mad at her, but I’m not. Maybe, despite how angry this should make me, I need to hear this.

“What am I supposed to do then?”

“You build something new and different.” She replies. “That’s the best and most exciting part!”

“How?” 

“There’s lots of ways, but I know none of them include you sitting in this house hiding from the world. It’s been two years now Batty,” she pulls my nickname out of her hand like an ace, “I can’t even comprehend what you’ve lost, you know that. But I think it’s time for you to try moving on.”

I nod at her. This is what my Mum’s been trying to tell me (and Maggie’s been trying to tiptoe around) for six months now. It took Julie in her usual cut-the-crap way to tell me in twenty minutes. It was just like ripping off a waxing strip, it hurt but it was quick. It would have hurt more doing it slowly. Why the hell hadn’t I just picked up whenever my Mum tried to call?

I exhale a long breath. “Can we open the wine now?”

Julie comes over to my side of the breakfast bar and hugs me. “Get those bloody bottles open already!”

The screw top makes a satisfying crack as the first bottle is opened. As Julie gets busy pouring, I take a moment to admire my friend. She’s always been fearless. Even at nineteen she was always ploughing her own fields at her own pace and forced the world to catch up to her. She’d get us into so much trouble when we were out. Normal people have a social filter, not Julie, she always told people the truth whether they wanted to hear it or not. It was just her way. Fortunately she had been blessed with a wide and mesmerising smile that had saved us both, on a couple of occasions, from having our hair pulled out by other drunken girls in pub toilets. Julie would never have backed down from a fight though. She always stood strong, ready to fight for what she had stated. I know also that she had a wiry strength that many people might not have guessed from her smaller stature. I am taller than her by about four inches, but you would never have noticed that. Her confidence made her seem bigger than anyone else in the vicinity. It’s as though she fills the whole room when she walks into it. I love her for that, and I liked to think, once upon a time, that a little of that had rubbed off on me. I certainly used to try and exude that kind of energy when I became a primary school teacher. I sometimes think of my teacher persona as a separate person to the real me. There was Natalie and then there was Mrs Webster. Mrs Webster took no crap and was confident in what she did. I suppose I lost her the day that I lost Craig. There was no Mrs Webster without Craig, there was only poor lonely Natalie Jones. 

Julie handed me a glass of wine. “You’re slipping away again. Drink that as fast as you can and ask me something instead.”

I take a sip, “Tell me about all the famous people you’ve been working with and don’t spare the details, I want to know who’s a real arsehole.”
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Julie is a master of reinvention. This was something I have always been incredibly envious of. She changes her plans whenever she gets bored, whereas I always made a plan and stuck to it.  Craig and I met at secondary school when we were twelve, I knew right away that he would be my husband. We married in the summer we both turned twenty-one. We knew that we would buy a home in the village that Craig grew up in , we knew that I would train to become a primary teacher and that he would become an engineer at the steelworks. By thirty we would have travelled to at least 20 countries on a grand tour (we’d got to eleven before he died) and then we would settle down fully, have our two children and raise them in this house close to their grandparents... Now there is no list and no plan. It’s terrifying. 

Julie was a different story. When I first met her at University she was studying Law. I’ve always admired that Julie, despite being the shortest of our flat mates at a generous 5ft 1 inches, was always at the centre of things. I was drawn to her confidence, and frankly I’d been flattered that she had chosen me to buddy up with. I studied Primary Education and my lectures were often near the Law department. We walked together a lot in those early days. Julie said she wanted to be a barrister and I could see her excelling in that field. She was amazed when I told her about Craig and our plans. She told me to my face, “How can you have your life planned out already?” She told it to Craig’s face the first time he came to visit. I always thought that she must have seen our plans as small and pedestrian, but now I think she was just incredulous at the thought that our future was so solid and immovable. By the second year of university she had changed her degree to Business. She was going to pioneer a new career in business management. I could see her excelling in that field too. By the third year she graduated with a first-class degree in Economics, a subject she transitioned into halfway through the second year. She had a glittering potential career in the finance sector waiting, but in the end, she’d chosen the film industry. She was now paid upwards of six figures to produce films for a huge film company in the US. She’d made it to honest-to-goodness Hollywood! 

Craig and I loved films. We followed the news about the big blockbusters and went to every midnight opening we could. We saved up for special edition copies of our favourites and were signed up for every streaming service that we could get our hands on. Craig would always joke that he had three loves in his life; me, Sheffield United and movies, and his best days were when he could spend time enjoying all three. 

I haven’t been able to go to the cinema since he’s been gone. The thought of sitting in a dark auditorium with an empty seat beside me fills me with dread. I’ve been keeping up with the news though. 

Julie sips her wine as we move through into the sitting room. The main central wall is dominated by a large flat screen TV flanked by floor to ceiling bookshelves filled with movies. Julie had always joked that we must be the only people in the world who still bought films in physical form. But we just couldn’t risk any of our favourites being taken off the digital platforms and then having no way to re-watch them. On the other walls, in large frames, are ten movie posters. We’d each got 5 spots to fill with whichever movies we liked the best. Despite the three-seater sofa facing the TV and the two armchairs at the opposite ends of the room, Julie and I both elect to sit on the carpeted floor, leaning with our backs against the coffee table like we are 18 again. 

She looks around at the frames. 

“That one is new.” She says, indicating the teaser poster for ‘Sea of Flames’, the second instalment of The Fireborn saga. This teaser poster features the villain Malakai prominently. He’s stood in a shadowy profile looking mysterious and tantalising. His dark clothes are lit up in an orange and red glow as he stands engulfed in raging flames. He looks as though he has just stepped out of hell. They had made these teaser posters for every main character in the movie, but this is the only one I own. Sea of Flames is one of my favourite films and Malakai is my favourite character from the whole franchise. Beneath Malakai’s brooding image is the name of the actor who plays him in bold white text: Adrian Hughes. 

“You don’t need to tell me any stories about him,” I say as I take another swig of wine, “I already know he’s difficult. Such a shame.”

“I should have known you’d get all wet over Malakai. That’s very interesting Nat, very interesting indeed.”

I quirk an eyebrow at her mysterious tone. “I hear he’s not doing any more of the films.” 

“I don’t know why he agreed to sign on to do that series in the first place,” Julie replies, “it’s not like he can’t claim that he didn’t know how popular the books were. Horny fangirls like you were creaming over that character before there was even a movie deal brokered. A cursory internet search could have told his agent that. He knew that he was going to get huge after he landed that part, I guess some people just can’t handle that level of fame. All those adolescent girls trying to sneak pictures of you in the supermarket aisles...and twenty something primary school teachers of course.” She said, winking at me. 

“How could the production company have messed up so badly though?” I ask, genuinely confused, “They knew it was a five book series so why did they only sign him up for three movies?”

“Oh, the original contract did have a five-film deal on it, but his agent had them over a barrel because they knew that the director just ‘had to have Adrian’ for the part. They negotiated it down to a four-picture deal with the idea that his agent would be able to negotiate a huge fee out of them for him to appear in the last one.”

“But he left the production.” I huff, “Hell, his leaving forced them to rewrite the whole story! Plus, he never did any of the press tours for Sea of Flames or Embers Heart. And when you look at the interviews he did for the first movie he always seems so rude and disinterested. I mean come on, this is the bestselling book series for a decade and these films were supposed to be this generation's Star Wars! How can you not be excited about it?” 

Julie looks at me bemused, “You’re really animated about this? Your cheeks are red! No, don’t look embarrassed, I like it. It sounds like the old you.” 

I shrug and drink more wine.

“I think he realised that he didn’t like being part of the ‘pop-culture lexicon’.” Julie continued, “And he’s going through some personal issues at the moment.”

“I saw he was getting divorced. Between that and breach of contract I’m sure he’s glad he got a couple of big pay days in before he decided to only focus on ‘serious acting’. What a prick.”

“If you’re so angry about it then why do you have this poster up?”

I shrug again, “Sea of Flames is one of my favourite films.”

“Yes,” says Julie patiently, “but there are also four different posters for that film that you could have put up instead, so why this one?”

I flush, I can feel the heat in my cheeks but there’s no use trying to lie to Julie, she can read me like a book. “I don’t know...he’s really pretty.”

“Ah ha!” she cries, “I knew it! Nothing wrong with thinking with your pants sometimes you know. Do you only like the character of Malakai or do you have a hard-on for Adrian Hughes too?” She tops up both our wine glasses with a glimmer in her eyes. 

“Just the fictional character!” I protest, as though admitting to fancying the real-life actor who plays him would somehow constitute me cheating on my husband.

Julie’s eyes still glitter as they stare at me. “So, you’ve never looked up pictures of Adrian Hughes out of character? You’ve never watched any of his other movies just to ogle.”

Urgh. I hate Julie sometimes. Of course I’ve done both of those things. Hell, I even saved a screenshot of him shirtless from the first blockbuster movie he starred in as my laptop background. I’m pretty sure she can sense these things as they pass through my head. 

“Craig would totally understand you know, I’m sure he had celebrity crushes too.” 

I smile at her, “Yeah he does. We have lists, you know, of celebrities we’re allowed to have sex with.”

She narrows her eyes. I don’t know whether it’s about the concept of celebrity cheat lists (since she actually works with movie stars, or at my accidental use of the present tense for Craig. I choose to ignore it either way.

“If we’re going to cheat then we’re committed to going all the way.”

“Humm,” she says, speculatively, “how many are on your list.”

“Three: Adrian Hughes, Mark Hamill and David Bowie.”

Her lips twitch, “Labyrinth?” she asks, and I nod smiling. “He’s dead now though,” she points out.

I shrug, “It’s an all-scenarios list, in case of time travel.”

“What age Mark Hamill would you want?” she asks.

I think for a second before replying, “Then, now and always.” 

Julie nearly chokes on her wine with laughter. “Beard or no beard?” she asks.

“I’m easy.”

“Yeah I can see that! How many did Craig have on his list?”

I exhale a long breath while I think. “At least eight, it might have been more though, it changed every year. He took it very seriously.”

“When did you add Hughes to your list?”

“Five years ago, when the first Fireborn film came out.”

“And you’ve watched his whole backlist of film and TV work since, haven’t you?”

Rolling my eyes, she has her answer. 

Her eyes are glittering mischievously again as she thinks for a moment. “You love movies,” she says casually, “why don’t you come and work for me this summer in London?”

This time I almost choke, “What!?” I splutter.

“Well, I say work, I can’t actually hire you. But I can offer you an experience, an internship maybe? It would definitely be unpaid, but imagine what you’ll get out of it Batty!”

“Work with you? At the movie studio?” I knew she was back in the UK for work and that despite being in the same country for once I was still unlikely to see her much due to her crazy schedule. The idea of spending more time with her is very tempting, as was the behind the scenes look at life in the film industry, but London is a long way away. I can’t leave here, I can’t.

“No way, I couldn’t.”

“Why not? Is it a money issue?”

I shake my head. The mortgage was written off when Craig was killed and his life insurance means I won’t have to work for a few more years yet. 

“Then what’s the problem?” she asks. 

She knows, but she wants me to say it. 

“I can’t...I can’t leave here Julie. This is all I’ve got left.”

She comes over and puts her arm around me. “All you’ve got left is an empty house Nat. I’m not asking you to sell up and move away with me to LA, I’m asking if you will come with me to London for a couple of months and be my unpaid lackey.” 

“Don’t you already have an assistant?” I ask, trying to deflect.

“Yes, Kate. Kate’s great.” She replies in a slightly drunken slur. “Kate the Great, she’s incredible, talented, beautiful and I pay her handsomely.”

“So, what do you need me for?”

“I don’t need you for anything, I want you to be there.”

My heart gives a squeeze. God I’ve missed her. I’ve been so lonely.

“What would I be doing?” I ask through gulps of wine.

She thinks for a moment, “I don’t know. I get a thousand things to do as the producer and I delegate the shit jobs to Kate. I guess she can delegate the really shit jobs to you instead!”

Despite my fears I laugh, “Well, if you put it like that.”

Her eyes widen, “Oh my God you’re thinking about it aren’t you?!”

It is very tempting, perhaps I am feeling brave today. Either that or the red wine has just hit the right spot.

“By the time we’ve finished those bottles of wine I will have an answer for you.” 

Julie squeals with delight and cracks open another screw top. 
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When I wake up the first thing I notice is that my bed is very uncomfortable. Then I open my eyes and realise that I’m not in bed. That’s when the dull throb of the headache hits me. This time at least it is actually alcohol related.

“Jesus.” I mumble, with a red wine tongue. I can still feel the heat of the alcohol on my breath, I’m sure my teeth must be pink. 

There’s movement in front of me. For a moment I blink at it confused, I am always alone when I wake now. My eyes sting and I see Malakai holding aloft the flaming sword of Agamoth, the King’s sword.

“You were never worthy of the crown, you coward!” he screams, with pain in his eyes. 

God, he’s sexy. 

I must be in the living room.

I sit up tentatively and fish around for the TV remote. I find it- I was laying on it. I fell asleep on the living room carpet. My whole body aches. I pause the movie and look around for Julie. I hear the toilet flush upstairs and my question is answered. Christ, I feel rough. I check my phone and it’s 7:30am. We probably fell asleep around four hours ago, but I know that my hangover will not let me drift off again. I’m awake now for the rest of the day. I clamber to my feet and feel the rush of dizziness as I make my way gingerly to the kitchen. The paused image of Malakai watches me sway uneasily out of the room. He looks angry, but then he is about to kill his brother, so he’s in no position to judge.
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