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Jelena *
19:00
Jelena Markovic didn’t need Halloween to come around to see evil ghouls. She had seen enough of them this year and they were far worse than anything that could be dreamt up by a storyteller or a costume designer. She had seen real evil, not the manufactured kind in movies or books. She had been victim to barbaric acts that were just as bad as any things that the witches, ghosts and goblins did in the scary tales that people liked to recall on this night every year. And she had emerged from it all as a true survivor, not like the created heroes and heroines in the fiction stories, where everything seemed to work out so well in the end. Jelena had been to hell and back but there were no devils with plastic red horns where she had been. 
Just real, terrifying evil, the kind so bad that it almost makes you wonder if it’s even worth living in a world that contains it all. 
But she had also seen the best parts of life, the parts that offer hope through all the tales of wicked deeds and scary characters. She had seen true heroism, both in the man who had saved her in the Underground and also in herself for how she had dealt with her experiences in captivity. She had witnessed real kindness, the type that gives people the strength to carry on in life because they know that eventually there has to be some light in all the darkness that surrounds them. And she had seen love, the real kind, the kind that makes your stomach churn and your heart rate flutter, and it was all because of her boyfriend, Bogdan. 
The world would always have a place for scary stories and creepy costumes, just like there would always be real evil hiding amongst the fictional kind. But the world was also a place where good existed. Love, compassion, creativity, hope, kindness; that was all around too, even if it sometimes seemed like it was gone. So Jelena was happy to see all the children dressed up in their costumes tonight, as well as all the adults flocking to the cinema to watch the latest scary movie. That was because she knew that most of them were good souls, the kind who only liked to take a peek into the evil realm for one day before going back to their positive ways tomorrow. As for the bad souls, well there was not much Jelena could do other than hope that her own experiences with them had been enough to last her a lifetime. 
Just like the darkening days and the colder weather signalled a changing of the seasons, so too did they signal a change in Jelena. She needed to move on from her past and look forward, and there was no better time to do that than the present. Time waited for no one, which was evidenced by the fact that several store fronts in London had already started putting their Christmas trees up. Those tall green decorations with their red and gold baubles had no shame in looking so far ahead to the future. And Jelena knew that she couldn’t wait any longer either if she wanted to move on from her past trauma. That was why she was halfway through the first week in her new job and, besides the money she was earning and sense of purpose it was filling her with, it was also vitally important in returning that sense of forward momentum to her life.
She was finally in control of things again. 
Looking up from where she stood on the conveyor belt, Jelena saw that there was only one hour left of her shift, which had begun at noon. Being employed as a worker on the assembly line in a food processing factory meant the hours were irregular and usually tedious, but Jelena was happy to be busy and earning her keep in London. She had felt bad about Bogdan having to pay to support her since they had been brought so unexpectedly together, and it was comforting for her to know now that she was providing her fair share towards the costs of living in one of the most expensive cities in the world. 
Bogdan had never asked her for money before because he was too nice to her, but she could tell that the last few months of stretching his security job wage between them was spreading him thin. He seemed restless in bed beside her each night and it was more than just the symptoms of the back pain that plagued him from his earlier days in construction. Despite surely being exhausted from all the extra shifts he was taking on, he was unable to sleep and Jelena knew there was a lot on her over-worked boyfriend’s mind. She assumed that most of it was to do with worrying about how he was going to give them both a better life while he was the only one making any money. But now Jelena had found herself a job and the relief on Bogdan’s face when she told him had been palpable. 
Still, being the kind soul that he was, Bogdan had been worried about her starting work only a few months removed from her horrendous ordeal with the sex traffickers. But Jelena had calmly told him that the time was right for her to regain some normality in her life, although normality wasn’t exactly what she would call being employed by a professional company which cared for her working conditions and ensured she was paid on time each week. 
That was because back in Serbia, her native land, Jelena had only ever worked for the kind of bosses who cut corners when it came to employee rights and safety. She’d never forget the jobs she held back in Belgrade in her youth, where she was not only giving up time to earn money but risking her life to do so. Factories with no health and safety logs, where accidents were as much a part of the everyday working life as clocking in and clocking out. The offices that had no Human Resources department, meaning discrimination was accepted just as easily as sending an email or copying a document. And then there was the job she had held in the library in Belgrade, where she had been expected to sit on the front desk for twelve hours straight without so much as a lunch break, and all for a pittance of a wage that barely gave her the money to cover her travel costs in getting there.
Of course, there were bad workplaces all over the world, not just in Serbia, and Jelena was sure that London secretly housed many of them as well. But, fortunately, she had seemed to land on her feet with her new job here. Guaranteed hours, with regular breaks, weekly wage payments and a strong emphasis on safety records, meant that this factory in the East End of the capital was not such a bad place to work after all. Standing in line at a conveyor belt, checking on the quality of the pieces of fruit that were passing her by and removing any rotten ones that had sneaked through, was not as bad as it sounded and certainly not compared to what Jelena had been through in the past. She had left Serbia to find a better way of life and, although she had been through so much unexpected turmoil along the way, it now seemed like she had finally found what she had been looking for. 
A stable job that paid a good wage. A boyfriend whom she loved and trusted. And all in a city that promised so much to its inhabitants who had the money, health and companionship to enjoy everything it had to offer. 
As Jelena picked up a rotten apple and tossed it into the waste bin beneath the conveyor belt, she knew it wasn’t just Bogdan whom she had to thank for helping her get her life back on track. There were many others who had helped her along the way too. Like the police officers who had showed her compassion whilst interviewing her to try and learn more about the men who had brought her to the UK only to sell her body to paying customers. Like the translators, sign language specialists and speech therapists who had all spent time with her to allow her to get her story out, as well as come to terms with the fact that her tongue had been brutally taken from her in captivity. And there were the volunteers at the shelter where she had originally been housed, who had cooked for her and given her a fresh bed to sleep in during the initial period when she had found herself free from the clutches of the evil men who had held her for so long. 
She was also grateful to the British authorities for not sending her back to Serbia against her wishes, instead allowing her to build a life for herself in England, despite the fact that she had originally entered the country illegally. Jelena wasn’t sure if their allowance was down to any legal reasoning or simply because her sex trafficking case had attracted a little media attention and the government didn’t want to look bad by shipping her straight back into Europe. But whatever it was, she had been allowed to stay. 
That meant she now possessed all the necessary things one needs to start a life anywhere in the world. A bank account. A fixed address. A national ID number. Jelena now had as much chance of making a success of her life here as anybody else had in the UK and she was determined to do just that. She would earn money, just like her boyfriend was doing, and one day they would be able to get a better home together, better than the shared flat they were currently crammed into. But there would also be time to enjoy the fruits of their hard work before then. Meals at nice restaurants. Cinema tickets to the latest blockbuster. Passes to museums, zoos and any other places of interest in the capital. Because that was what people did. They worked, they made money and then they spent it on things that they enjoyed. 
That was all Jelena had ever wanted for her life too.
The happy Serbian woman smiled at her colleague across the belt from her, who had picked up three rotten apples and was proceeding to juggle them between his hands. Everybody who worked here was nice and it was surely because they were all so grateful to have a good job. All the workers here had originally come from overseas. There were Turks, Poles, Indians and many other nationalities amongst the workforce and Jelena knew that she wasn’t the only one who had left her home for the chance of a better life. Thankfully, not all of these people would have had to go through an ordeal like the one she had experienced just to get to this position. If she could have changed her past, then she would have done so without hesitation, but nobody could change the past, so her experiences with the sex traffickers were now just one of many things that made up her individual story. Everybody else around her in the factory had their own stories and she hoped to learn them all over the course of her employment here, whether that was in the staff room during lunch breaks or even after work when they went for a walk or shared a drink together. The world was full of interesting characters and no more so than in a place like this, where no one background was the same. Jelena felt proud to be a part of this team now, toiling away on the evening of Halloween, and she took comfort from the fact that she hopefully would continue to work here for a long time yet. 
As she waited for the next batch of fruit to come towards her, Jelena thought about Bogdan again, because he was simply the main focus of her thoughts at any point during the day. She wondered how his own work was going tonight and about the kinds of intricacies that were making his shift go a little quicker, just like the juggling assembly line worker had made her own night flow more smoothly. She thought about how he looked, sitting at his post on the front desk of an office that was closed for the night but needed a guard in place should anybody try and break in. He would be in his grey uniform, the one that he hated but Jelena thought made him look handsome and smart. He was probably eating one of the cheese and pickle sandwiches that she had made him that morning, because he didn’t have the restraint to save it for later in his shift when his hunger would be greater. And he was probably watching something on his mobile phone, a light-hearted Serbian television show on YouTube perhaps, or just anything to make the hours pass more quickly until he could leave the desk and come home to her. 
Jelena loved thinking about her man and what he was doing, just as much as she loved thinking about the fact that his mind was probably drifting onto thoughts of her as well. Even though they were physically apart for much of the day, they were together mentally, and that was enough to make Jelena smile as she reached forward towards another apple that didn’t belong amongst the healthy ones on the conveyor belt. 
Soon she would finish her shift and rush home, taking a shower and eating a sandwich of her own, before getting into bed and counting down the hours until her boyfriend returned to her. Then she would take him in her arms, hugging him through his uniform and feeling the bristles of his beard on her cheeks, before lying down and listening to his voice as she drifted off to sleep. She hoped that Bogdan was thinking about the same thing now, and expected that he was, because she knew that his favourite time of the day was the same as hers; that time when they got to lie together after a long day’s work and hear the other one breathing beside them. 
Everything else was just a means to an end to get to that moment and once again, it was just a matter of time until Jelena and Bogdan were back in each other’s arms. 



Bogdan *
19:01
Bogdan Petrovic could only hope that it wouldn’t be too long until he was back in the arms of his beloved Jelena. But with the night he had ahead of him, there was no guarantee that he would be able to achieve that, at least not if the man he was going to see decided to make him pay for his actions. 
Checking his watch, Bogdan saw that he had just under twenty minutes before he was due underneath the railway arch in the East End of London to meet the man whom he had taken a loan from back in August. The man in question was called Ronnie and while his reputation had already preceded him in the form of a dire warning from his work colleague, Bogdan was well aware of the kind of person he was on his way to see. 
Today was the day when Bogdan was due to pay back the money that he owed to Ronnie. It was the money that he had used to track down and kill Laslo, the man who had done unspeakable things to Jelena this year. While Bogdan had been successful in getting his revenge by ending Laslo’s life in Romania, he hadn’t been as successful in getting the money together in time to pay off his debt. After the original £8000 he had borrowed, Bogdan was due to hand over an additional £2000 to Ronnie as an interest payment, which was the steep cost of doing business with him. But the truth was that Bogdan only had £8231 in his possession as he moved through the lamp-lit streets of London towards the part of the city where few people dared venture after dark. He was therefore short of the total amount he needed and that meant he was even more nervous as he made his way towards the pre-arranged meeting point in a dangerous part of the capital. 
As he went, Bogdan saw many reminders of the annual event that was underway all over the world right now. Pumpkins sat in windows, candlelight flickering from within, revealing the ghastly grins that had been carved into the fruit and reminding Bogdan of the danger he was on his way to meet. Excited youngsters passed him by, miniature witches, mummies and ghosts, all out trick-or-treating and trying to scare each other with tales of creepy characters. And they were accompanied by parents, protecting their offspring from the dangers of the city at this time of the night. 
For most people, tonight was a chance to get creative with costumes and carvings or get cosy at home, where the only scary monsters were the ones that existed in the creepy movies on screen. But for Bogdan, tonight was the night when he was going to have to go face to face with a very real and scary figure. 
And there was nothing pretend or playful about the man he was on his way to meet. 
At the time he had taken out the loan, ten weeks before this night, Ronnie had left Bogdan in no doubt as to what would happen to him if he failed to pay his debt back in time. There had been threats to the fingers on his hand as well as other allusions to hammers, knives and anything else that could inflict grievous bodily harm. Ronnie would probably call himself a businessman, but the rest of society would call him a gangster, and that was certainly what Bogdan had come away thinking after his initial meeting with the man beneath the railway arch. If there had been any other way to get the money that Bogdan needed, then he would have taken it. But there hadn’t been and so he had found himself entering into ‘business’ with a man who most certainly was not someone anybody should go into business with. 
But it had seemed worth it to Bogdan at the time. Back in August, when he was first making this same walk to meet Ronnie, he was so hellbent on getting revenge for Jelena that he didn’t even comprehend the consequences of what he was doing. All that mattered to him then was paying a private investigator to track down Laslo and to purchase the gun that would end the evil man’s life. Rightly or wrongly, Bogdan had presumed he would be able to pay off his debt by taking on extra security shifts, which paid well and always seemed to be available should he want them. 
Therefore, he had taken the loan from Ronnie, heeded the warnings about late payment, and set off into Eastern Europe to end the life of a man who didn’t deserve to be living. But it was only after he had returned to London that the real problems had started. 
Several of his security shifts were cancelled, not through any fault of Bogdan’s, but simply down to external companies deciding to cut back on their expenses. Places that used to require a security guard for out-of-office hours started to withdraw their custom in favour of installing equipment which would prove to be cheaper than paying a man to sit on a desk and watch the front door all night. Bogdan had taken every shift that he could, and he had worked himself into the ground in the process, but even so, he had still realised that he was going to come up short with the money he owed. 
He had realised this a couple of weeks ago, after yet another cancelled shift, when he had just been out to buy food for his and Jelena’s weekly meals. Totting up the figures in his head, he had come to the frightening conclusion that even if he worked every day until the deadline, he would still be over £1700 short. All the cancelled shifts, as well as paying the living costs of both himself and Jelena, had meant that he had fallen short of his target. 
He was now in trouble. 
Realising the precariousness of his position, Bogdan had phoned Ronnie and tried to explain himself, as well as beg for lenience and an extension to the deadline. But as he feared, Ronnie was in no mood for handing out mercy or extensions and had reminded the Serbian of what would happen to him should he fail to pay. If that hadn’t been bad enough, Ronnie had then delivered the real blow, which had come in the form of a threat not just to Bogdan’s life but that of the woman he loved too. 
Somehow, Ronnie had found out about Jelena so now he could make threats to her as well.  
Bogdan now presumed that he had been followed since taking out the loan. One of Ronnie’s employees must have trailed him and seen him with Jelena, before passing on that knowledge to increase the leverage that the gangster already held over him. The phone call between Bogdan and Ronnie had ended with the Serbian man not only fearing for his own life, but that of the woman whom he would do anything to protect. 
His first instinct had been to tell Jelena to pack and for the two of them to board a plane out of London, fleeing Ronnie and the debt, and hoping that the dangerous man would never find them abroad. Bogdan hardly wanted a life on the run, but it seemed like the only viable option when faced with violence towards him and his partner. He had even started packing their belongings back in their cramped bedroom while Jelena was at work, planning to take her straight from the factory after her shift to the airport, explaining the situation as they went. But he had paused that plan when he thought about how Jelena would take the news when he told her about the money he had loaned out. 
And worse, what he had used it for. 
To her, Bogdan was a source of safety and strength, so she surely wouldn’t react well to finding out that she was living with a man who was capable of murder. There was also the fact that he and Jelena had already uprooted their lives before, when they had individually made the decision to leave Belgrade and move to London. Only now had they become settled, both in their personal and professional lives, so the thought of throwing that new life away to head back into the unknown again was a daunting one. 
Lastly, there was the thought that had ultimately prompted Bogdan to unpack his and Jelena’s belongings and wait in the flat for his girlfriend to return. It was the knowledge that leaving now would be running from his problems and that was something that he struggled with when he knew that the woman he loved had been brave enough not to run from hers. After Jelena had been saved from the sex traffickers, the easiest thing for her to do would have been to leave London and return to Belgrade, fleeing the city that had caused her so much distress and going back to a place of safety and relative comfort. But instead, she had displayed incredible resilience and bravery by choosing to remain in the English capital, not letting what had happened to her dictate the next part of her life and doing things on her terms while refusing to play the role of the victim. 
Jelena hadn’t fled the country at the first sign of trouble so why should Bogdan? Why couldn’t he display the same bravery and resilience that his partner had? And why should he make her leave a place that she wanted to be in just because he had made a mistake in taking out a loan that he couldn’t pay back?
Having thought it all through, Bogdan had made the decision to stay in London and face things like the strong, brave man that Jelena believed him to be. He would meet with Ronnie and he would give him the money that he had managed to accrue. Then he would explain why he didn’t have the rest of it but that he would have soon, and he was even happy to pay more interest on top of that. Lastly, he would stand up for himself and his girlfriend and tell Ronnie that he wouldn’t be threatened while he was doing his best to pay back what he owed as soon as possible. 
In Bogdan’s imagination, he saw Ronnie accepting his explanation, taking the money and giving him another couple of weeks to get the remaining sum together. But he also saw the possibility of it going another way. In that alternative version, Ronnie did not accept the explanation, did take the money, but then proceeded to beat Bogdan whilst wielding a deadly weapon above his head. The latter was probably the most likely outcome, but Bogdan hoped there was still a chance that the optimistic one could be realised. But whatever happened, he knew he was doing the right thing by going to the railway arch tonight to face Ronnie and give him what he could. Because if he were to fail to show at all then the gangsters would surely go and find Jelena straight away and, while Bogdan was prepared to take a beating, he most certainly did not want his precious partner to take one as well. 
Turning the street corner and leaving behind a well-lit road for a darker one, Bogdan pushed on into the East End towards the meeting point. Now there were no pumpkins in the windows, nor were there any trick-or-treaters knocking on doors and receiving chocolates. This was a part of the city where many of the buildings were disused and where few people bothered to venture after sunset. In the distance, the high-rise towers of Central London could still be seen, beacons of wealth in an exclusive part of the world. But right here, not too far from those towers, there was nothing but poverty and danger lurking around every corner. 
Bogdan’s current home with Jelena was in an undesirable location but even that area looked enviable compared to where he was right now. Broken windows and boarded-up shops were the only thing that greeted the Serbian man here as he walked down the dark street, and the environment only seemed to get worse with every turn. He had made this trip before, when he had met Ronnie for the first time to take the loan, but this second journey seemed to be fraying his nerves much more than the first one. 
Perhaps it was because of the time of year. Halloween was the scariest day in the calendar after all, and hardly the ideal time to be walking through a desolate industrial estate on the way to meet a man who would fit perfectly well in any creepy story that was being told around the world tonight. But surely it was because Bogdan knew he was heading towards danger now, whereas he hadn’t really known what he was letting himself in for the first time he came down here. 
There was no place for naivety or hope around these parts and if the surroundings weren’t enough evidence of that then the knowledge of what Bogdan was walking towards certainly was. All he could hope for now was to be able to make this same walk back after the meeting, when the money would no longer be tucked inside the inside pocket of his jacket, but when his limbs would still function as they were supposed to. 
As Bogdan neared the end of the street, a loud explosion made him jump and he looked up to see a firework bursting in the dark sky above him. It was still a few days to go until the official night when fireworks should be set off, the fifth of November being Bonfire Night in the UK, but of course there were always a few people who couldn’t wait until then. Several more loud pops accompanied the colourful fizzing in the sky but Bogdan returned his eyes to the pavement ahead of him and kept walking, finding no solace in the pretty lights above when there was still so much darkness on the path immediately before him. 
But the fireworks had reminded him of one thing, and it was a thought that warmed him as he carried on through the cold night to meet the dangerous Ronnie. London would be hosting multiple bonfire celebrations over the coming days and it would be nice to take in one of those events with Jelena by his side, huddled beside him for warmth amongst a large crowd of other loved-up inhabitants of the city.  But before that, there was the meeting with the gangster at the railway arch, so seeing Jelena’s eyes light up from the flames of a bonfire was, for now, just an imagined illusion. He hoped things would go well enough for him to see her excited face for real in a few days’ time. 
Because if not, then he feared he may never see the face of his loved one again. 



Gemma
19:02
Gemma Hart was too old to be caught up in all the excitement of Halloween. At fifteen years old, she didn’t want to go trick-or-treating like all the children who were wandering the streets in their fancy-dress costumes tonight. Nor did she see much fun in staying in her bedroom at her parents’ house and watching a scary movie. At her age, all she wanted to do was be with her friends and be as far away from guardians, childish games and household rules as possible. That’s why she was here now, sitting in a dark park with two girls from her school class, Louise Nicki, and swigging from a bottle of alcopop and looking for something to do. 
She was trapped in that middle ground between childhood and adulthood and it was as rubbish as it sounded. 
“We could ring Shane and see what he’s up to?” suggested Louise, as she received the bottle from Gemma and took a big gulp. 
“No way, not after what he did at Caz’s party,” Gemma replied, and the other two girls shrugged and agreed. 
They had all been at a house party last weekend and that was where Gemma was supposed to make her move on Shane, a guy at her school whom she had fancied for a while. But it was only when she had gone upstairs to look for him that she had discovered him in one of the bedrooms with another girl from school and, worse, it was a girl whom Gemma already hated. A large argument had ensued, fuelled by several strong alcoholic drinks, ending with Gemma pulling the other girl by the hair while Shane tried to get her to stop. 
Life as a teenager was certainly never dull. 
‘We could go back to mine. My parents are out,” said Nicki, the third member of the group, who had been busy looking at her phone for most of the time they had been in the park. 
“And do what? Watch TV? There must be something else to do,” Gemma moaned, even though she already knew there actually wasn’t anything else to do. 
“How about we play knock-a-door-run?” Louise suggested, referring to the game where youngsters knock on a person’s front door then run away and hide before the homeowner can answer it, leaving them to find nothing but an empty doorstep when they do. 
“What are we? Ten?” Gemma replied, laughing and taking back the bottle from her friend. 
“What else can we do other than sit here and watch Nicki scrolling through Instagram?” Louise asked glumly, making Nicki look up from her phone for the first time in a while. “It might be fun. Especially tonight. People will answer their doors quicker because there are so many trick or treaters out. It’s more of a challenge.”
“It’s still a kid’s game,” Gemma said, taking another long swig from the bottle and trying to use the low-strength alcohol to make her forget how boring her life was. 
“We could make it interesting.” 
“How?” Gemma asked, drinking more even though it was her turn to pass the bottle to someone else. 
“Instead of running away after you knock, you have to stay on the doorstep for ten seconds.” 
“Great, so then what? The guy answers the door and sees me standing there. I could just say trick-or-treat,” Gemma replied, looking out across the dark park at the flashes of fireworks in the distance. 
“You could. Or you could say that you love him,” Louise suggested, smirking as she took the bottle again.
“You’re so childish,” Gemma scoffed, shaking her head but slightly amused at the thought of having to tell a stranger she loved them if they caught her on their doorstep after knocking. 
“How about we all knock together then hide in the garden? Whoever gets found first has to do a forfeit,” Nicki said, suddenly showing that she had been listening, even though her eyes hadn’t left her phone screen. 
“Now we’re talking. What kind of forfeit?” Louise asked, burping loudly and putting the bottle down on the wall beside her. 
“Whoever gets caught has to phone Shane and tell him that they are in love with him. Like madly, deeply, in love with him.” 
“Why’s everything involve telling somebody that we love them?” Gemma asked, watching more fireworks fizzing on the horizon. 
“It should be easy for you Gem, you actually do love him,” Nicki mused, and she and Louise both seemed to find that extremely funny. 
“No way, he had his chance,” Gemma told them. “I’m not phoning him.” 
“You have to if you get caught,” Louise reminded her. “Those are the rules of the game.” 
“It’s a stupid game,” Gemma said, checking her own mobile phone for any sign of activity. 
But there was none. 
“Come on, let’s go,” Nicki said, getting to her feet and placing the empty bottle of alcohol down onto the wall. 
“Where are we going?” Gemma asked, fed up with life and feeling colder by the minute. 
“That house over there,” Nicki said, pointing to the dark property overlooking the park, just across the main road. 
Gemma looked at the house and, although she would never admit it to her friends, it did look a little creepy. It was a tall, three-storey Victorian building, with huge bay windows which revealed how dark it really was inside. Gemma didn’t believe in ghosts but if she did, then she would say that this particular house was definitely haunted. 
“It looks empty. I bet there’s no one home,” Gemma told them, getting off the wall and following her two friends across the grass. 
“There’s nothing to worry about then,” Louise replied, turning back and flashing her friend that familiar grin. 
The three girls left the park and crossed the quiet street in front of the spooky house. The closer they got, the bigger the building seemed to be, and whoever owned it certainly had a lot of money to spend. Not that they had seemed to spend any of it on maintaining the property. Gemma noticed the garden wall was crumbling and there was a large crack on the exterior of the brickwork, which again gave away how old this house really was. 
“There’s definitely no one inside this place,” Gemma said hopefully, as they made their way up the garden path towards the dirty front door that needed a good lick of paint. 
“I bet there is,” Nicki replied. “I bet there’s a creepy old guy in there and the reason he hasn’t moved out is because there are so many dead bodies buried in the basement.” 
“You’re not funny,” Gemma told her friend, but she wasn’t smiling because the house was definitely giving her goosebumps. 
It didn’t help that it was Halloween. 
If ever there was a night for scary things to happen, then this was the one. 
The girls reached the front door and cast a nervous glance at the dark bay window beside them. A sudden hush had fallen over the group, which gave away how nervous they really were now that they were here. 
“Okay so we knock, then we have to hide in the garden. If anybody answers and finds one of us, then we have to call Shane. Deal?” Nicki clarified in a low voice. 
Gemma and Louise nodded whilst checking out the garden behind them for a good hiding place. The grass was overgrown, the hedge was sparse but tall and there was the wall that looked like it might fall over at the slightest touch. But Gemma set her sights on the trunk of the large oak tree that stood at the bottom of the garden. 
Her hiding place would be right behind there. 
“Who’s knocking then?” Louise asked, as a cool breeze blew through the garden and made the long grass stir. 
“I’ll do it,” Gemma said, hoping that a bit of false bravado would give her more confidence than she actually possessed right now. 
But there was method in her apparent madness. She really did expect this house to be empty and so she hoped that knocking on the door wouldn’t be such a big deal after all. There were no lights on inside, and no noise coming from within, so it was a good bet that nobody would even answer the knocking at all. 
But there were still a few nerves jangling around her body as she raised her hand and prepared to make contact with the paint-deprived front door. 
“Here goes...” Gemma whispered, letting her friends know that it was almost time to run and hide. 
Unable to delay it any longer, Gemma took a deep breath, then rapped the knuckles of her right hand against the door three times. 
As quick as a flash, the friends turned and separated, racing towards whichever hiding place they had pre-selected for themselves beforehand. Nicki went towards the hedge, disappearing behind its spindly branches. Louise ducked down behind the wall, lying flat so as not to be seen poking over the top of it. And Gemma pressed her body against the trunk of the tree, hoping that its wide frame would keep her safe from anybody who answered the door behind it.  
As Gemma stood hidden, feeling her heart racing and noticing the top of Louise’s head poking out behind the wall, she felt a sense of deja-vu and a flashback to her childhood. She used to play this game all the time as a young girl, when she and the other kids on the street would entertain themselves by knocking on doors and hiding, trying not to be caught by the angry residents who never quite seemed able to catch any of them. It was a simple game, but it was made fun by the fear that came with playing it. There was always the worry that you would be the one who got caught and be the one who got in trouble with the homeowner. 
There was no doubt it was fun to peek out of a hiding place and watch the person who answered the door trying to find the rascal who had knocked, knowing that at any moment they could discover you and drag you inside with threats to call your parents or even the police. Mostly, the homeowner would stand on their porch for a few moments before giving up and going back inside, but other times they would come out and search the street, maybe even using a torch to help them locate the cheeky children hiding in the shadows. 
It was always more fun to play this game in winter because the darker nights provided more hiding places and gave an extra sense of security to the participants. But the darkness also made everything seem a little scarier and there was definitely something more thrilling about hiding from somebody at night compared to hiding from them in broad daylight. As a child, the sunshine always made you feel safe no matter what happened. But the darkness was the time when the monsters came out and that meant that nobody was safe. And that was the case even now, when Gemma was a teenager standing behind the tree and waiting to find out if she was going to be discovered by the person whose home she had just knocked on. 
But there was no noise behind her. 
No sign of anybody leaving the house and coming to look for them. 
No apparent chance of being caught and therefore, no chance of having to do the forfeit of phoning Shane and telling him that she loved him. 
Of course, Shane already knew that Gemma loved him. It had been pretty obvious based on how she had reacted to finding him lying on a bed with another girl at the party last week. But still, she didn’t fancy phoning him up and spelling it out for him. She would sound like such a loser if she had to do that. So thankfully, nobody seemed to be home and therefore, there was nobody inside to catch her and make her call her classmate. 
Gemma waited a few more seconds before deciding to look around the tree towards the front door. When she did, she saw that the door was still closed and that there were still no lights on inside. 
Nobody was inside.
The coast was clear. 
Feeling emboldened, Gemma stepped out from behind the tree and looked over to where Louise was also reappearing from her hiding place behind the wall. Just like her friend, Louise seemed a little relieved that nobody had actually answered the door after all. But when they looked over to the hedge where Nicki had been hiding, they saw no sign of their friend. 
“Nicki?” Gemma hissed at the dark hedge, keeping her voice low in case somebody was in the house after all and had been waiting for the right moment to make their move. 
But there was no reply from Nicki, which left Gemma and Louise sharing a concerned look. 
No longer worried about the front door opening, they crossed through the garden and went towards the hedge that should have been where their friend was hiding. 
But when they got there, they found no sign of Nicki. 
Even the torch lights on their phones didn’t help them locate her. 
It was as if she had completely vanished into thin air. 
“Where the hell is she?” Louise asked, as confused about the situation as Gemma was. 
“I bet she’s going to jump out at us any minute now,” Gemma said, hoping that her friend was just playing another game designed to scare them. It was the right night for it after all. 
But Nicki didn’t jump out and try and scare them. 
Nicki didn’t appear at all. 
The only thing that gave them any indication that their friend might still be near was the sound of the door slamming at the back of the creepy house behind them.
Followed by the screaming. 



Stephen
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Stephen McDonald had lived in the house by the park his whole life. He had been raised here by his mother and he had taken ownership of it when she had passed away. Now he was approaching seventy and he knew his days in the house were numbered. Eventually, he would pass away too and then the house would be taken over by somebody else. But until that day, this property was his.
Therefore, he would do anything he could to protect it. 
But a lot had changed over the years. When he was a child, he used to play in the park with all the other children from the area. They would kick a ball around or play hide and seek amongst the trees. But the kids these days were different. They spent their time in the park smoking, drinking and littering with their empty bottles or worse, leaving needles and other drug paraphernalia in the bushes for anybody to stumble across.  Not only that but they had no respect for the homes that surrounded the park, often throwing rubbish into the gardens or even breaking and entering a few of them over the years. There was no doubt that the youth of today had less respect for people’s property than they did in Stephen’s day. 
But now Stephen had had enough.
He had seen the three teenage girls drinking in the park tonight, just like he had seen them doing the same thing many times before. They always left something behind, usually an empty bottle of cheap alcohol or cardboard boxes from the pizzas that they ate outside during the summer. Today was no different. He had seen them leave behind the empty bottle on the wall as they had walked away from where they had been sitting, talking loudly and disturbing the peace on the otherwise quiet street. But instead of walking away and taking their obnoxious behaviour elsewhere, they had walked right up to the front of his house and knocked on the door. 
Stephen had watched it all from his upstairs window, though he hadn’t turned the light on to signal to them that he was home. The truth was, he spent most of his nights in the dark these days. He preferred it that way. He wasn’t trying to save money on electricity bills, he just liked the dark. Most of the time he would just sit in one of the rooms of the empty house and think about the past. 
There was much to think about. 
There was his youth, when he had spent time painting gothic images that he would take to the streets of London and sell, which didn’t make him much money but gave him a sense of satisfaction that he wouldn’t have got from working in a more traditional job. There were his middle-aged years, when he had found himself caring for his ailing mother as she battled through several years of cancer, before eventually succumbing to the disease on the day before Stephen’s fiftieth birthday. Then there was his elder years, when he had been completely alone in the house with only his paintings for company, during which he had taken to sitting in the dark and pondering how quickly time passes by in the average lifespan of a human being. 
He didn’t have much to worry his mind, besides the kids in the park, because the house had always been in his family and had long since been paid off. But one thing that did bother him was the fact that he was the last remaining member of his family. That meant that when he went, there would be nobody else to take over the home.
Nobody to keep it in the McDonald name. 
Stephen had never married or had children, so there was nothing that would continue his family’s name. That meant there was nobody else who could occupy this old Victorian house overlooking the park where the teenagers ran riot. But that was not his concern right now. Instead he was only thinking about the three teenage girls who had come to play a game at his house tonight. 
More specifically, the one girl who had been hiding behind the hedge at the side of his home. 
The one he had managed to detain in his kitchen.
He had crept up on the girl and put his hand over her mouth before dragging her towards the back of the property and pushing her into the kitchen, where she had screamed as he had slammed the door. He had no idea what he was going to do to the girl now that she was in his home but he knew that it had felt good to get a measure of revenge on at least one of the youngsters who terrorised the park he used to love. 
The girl in his kitchen stared at Stephen with fear in her eyes, probably expecting him to come charging at her with a knife or some other deadly weapon. But Stephen didn’t do that because he didn’t want to kill her. He just wanted to frighten her into giving him and his property a little respect. He had succeeded on the frightening front but not so much on the respect one. 
“Get away from me!” the girl shouted at him, before turning and running into his home, presumably on her way to the front door to try and escape that way. 
But Stephen knew the front door was locked so she wouldn’t have any luck there. Besides, it was extremely dark in the house and she would do well to even find the door at all. 
“Come back here!” he shouted after the girl, marching out of the kitchen as she ran into an adjacent room. 
He followed her in and found her banging on one of his windows. Her two friends were standing on the other side of the glass and screaming at their friend to get out. 
“What do you want?” the girl cried as she saw Stephen enter the room behind her, but the man didn’t slow down as he approached her. 
She was in his house now and so he was in charge. 
“Why did you knock on my door?” he asked her, ignoring the frantic cries from the friends outside. 
“Call the police!” the frightened girl shouted through the glass, and Stephen saw one of the girls outside taking out her phone and making a call. 
“You knocked on my door, what exactly is my crime?” Stephen asked her, in such a calm manner that it seemed to freak the girl out more than if he had actually been wild. 
“It was a game!” the girl replied, pushing her body back against the window and keeping as much distance between herself and the man as she could. 
“Do you think it’s funny to knock on people’s doors and then hide from them?” Stephen said, looking through the glass window at the girl on the phone. Presumably she was asking for the police right now, but he didn’t care. He would just tell any officers who arrived that he was protecting his home from a bunch of unruly teenagers who had come onto his property. They would surely believe an elderly homeowner over a group of underage drinkers. 
“Let me go, you freak!” the girl screamed at him again and Stephen thought it was remarkable how she had gone from such a confident, assured person in the park to a frightened, cowering one in his home. As he suspected, all her bravado, ignorance and disrespect for the area meant nothing when faced with somebody who actually stood up to her and made her responsible for her actions. 
“Do you know how many nights I have sat in my house and been forced to listen to you and your abhorrent friends making a racket in the park?” he asked her, keeping his body in the doorway so she knew not to try and run past him. “Or how many times I have found rubbish in my garden after people like you couldn’t be bothered to take their litter home after drinking all day in my neighbourhood?”
“Just let me out!” the girl cried, as one of her friends behind her banged on the glass as if to tell Stephen that he wasn’t going to get away with whatever he was doing. 
But Stephen felt calm because he felt he had done nothing wrong and so there was nothing he needed to try and get away with. When the police officers arrived, he would say the girl had entered his home of her own accord, presumably because she thought the house was empty. But he had surprised her and chased her into this room. He didn’t need to mention the part about him dragging her into the house and frightening her and even if the girl did, he would just deny it. 
He was where he should be right now. In his home. 
But the girl in his front room was most definitely not. 
This hadn’t quite been the night Stephen had been planning when he had taken a seat in his armchair upstairs and set his eyes on the park outside. He knew it was Halloween, but he didn’t expect many trick-or-treaters to visit his home tonight. Most of the people who lived around here were elderly, so there simply weren’t many children here to want to go trick-or-treating. He wasn’t particularly friendly with any of his neighbours, despite having lived here for so long, but thought that they would surely appreciate what he had done this evening if it would help deter any other disrespectful youngsters from approaching their front doors and playing games with other people’s lives.  
His response could be seen as an overreaction. But it could also be seen as being long overdue.  
“Answer my question,” Stephen asked calmly. “Why did you knock on my door? Did you think nobody was home? Did you think you could break in? Or did you expect me to answer and stand there on my doorway looking out into the darkness while you and your friends hid behind my bushes and laughed at me?”
“It’s just a game!” the girl shouted at him from her position by the window. “What do you want with me?” 
“I want you to show me some respect,” Stephen told her truthfully. “I want you to respect my property and I want you to respect the park that you leave litter in every time you visit it.” 
“What is wrong with you?” the girl screamed at him, and Stephen had to admit that that was a question which always unsettled him. 
That was because he had been asked that question by several people before, including his own mother, and he had never really had an answer for them. He had always known he was different. He had always seemed to find himself on the fringes of society, even when he had been surrounded by other people. Like the children in his youth or the adults who bought his paintings or stopped to remark on them as they passed. He had never felt comfortable anywhere other than the house he was in right now, which explained why he had never left it. 
Even his mother had told him to leave once he reached adulthood, urging him to start his own life somewhere else, to find people his own age to spend his days with. 
A best friend. A companion. A lover. 
But he had never seen any of those things as a possibility for himself and so he stayed, watching his mother grow older alongside him it was too late for him to do or be anything else other than what he was. 
An old man living in an old house doing weird things to anybody who dared to knock on his door. 
He remembered how he had been afraid of people like him when he was younger. Sometimes he would accidentally kick his ball into a certain garden, and he would be struck with fear because he knew that the person who lived there was notoriously strict or just creepy. Like most children whenever they saw an elderly stranger, Stephen had always felt uncomfortable about being near people like that. Mainly because they seemed so different. He was young and they were old, so he couldn’t relate to them, there was nothing more to it than that. Compounding this baseless fear of his, there had always been stories going around school whenever a child went missing on the national news. The school’s rumours would blame the disappearance on a creepy old man who lived alone or a monstrous old woman who might possibly have been a witch, and Stephen would believe them because that’s what kids did. They believed in monsters and ghosts and they especially believed the bad things that they heard about the elderly person in the old house who never seemed to come outside. 
Don’t go near that house, whatever you do. 
But now, as Stephen stood there staring at the frightened woman in his home, he realised that he had become that scary old person whom the youngsters of the world were afraid of. His life had passed him by and instead of embracing it, he had chosen to stay here forever and withdraw from society. In the process, he had become bitter, twisted and angry at the world and in particular, at anyone who seemed like they were young and having fun. He didn’t just hate the youngsters in the park because they made noise or left litter behind. He hated them because they were having fun and he wasn’t. He hated them because they had friends and he didn’t. And he hated them because they had their whole lives ahead of them while he had squandered his. 
He could have seen the world and made something of himself before returning to care for his sick mother. Instead he had done nothing, and he hadn’t failed to notice the sadness in his mum’s eyes just before she had passed, when she had looked at him and felt sorry for him.
Because she knew that she was all he had. 
In that moment of clarity, Stephen suddenly decided to stop this silly nonsense. His mother would have been ashamed of his actions and so he knew what he needed to do. 
He turned and walked towards the front door and unlocked it. He held it open until the girl had ran out of his house and he didn’t even bother to close it as the group stood at the end of his drive and hurled all manner of abuse at him. Instead he just went and sat on the bottom step of his staircase, feeling the cold weather entering his home but not caring because it at least reminded him that he was alive. 
Maybe the police would turn up and ask him what happened. Maybe he would get in trouble or maybe he wouldn’t. The truth was, he didn’t really care anymore. If all he had to look forward to was sitting alone in a house surrounded by the paintings that he hadn’t sold, then it wouldn’t even bother him if he were to die right here on this step. 
The truth was that this wasn’t even the worst time of year for him. Christmas was coming up and that’s when he would really feel alone. What he would give to have family around him now, brightening up this old house and making his cold heart warm with the sound of laughter and merriment. Instead all he got was the abuse from the girls outside and the sound of sirens approaching his home. 
Happy Halloween indeed.



Mark
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Mark Berry loved Halloween and always tried to make it a happy occasion in his family home. That was because it was his son’s favourite time of year and there was nothing Mark wouldn’t do to make his son happy. As he put the finishing touches on the decorations that he had carefully been hanging around his house all day, Mark thought again about how his son would hopefully love what he was about to see. 
Over the course of the last several hours, Mark had transformed his semi-detached home in South London into a ‘haunted house’, full of creepy cobwebs, perfectly carved pumpkins and spooky settings. There was the dining room, which had become the ‘Witch’s Lair’, full of broomsticks, cauldrons and a very frightening witch’s mask sitting at the head of the table. There was the kitchen, which had been turned into ‘Hell’s Kitchen’, a place where nothing was off the menu as attested to by the sight of blood on the chopping board (ketchup) and eyeballs floating in a pan of water (toys, of course). And there was the spare bedroom upstairs, which had become a giant spider’s web, almost completely full of fake cobwebs but with just enough room for an enormous fake spider to be tangled amongst it all, waiting for somebody brave enough to walk in and find it. 
As well as that, all the curtains in the house were drawn, cackles and screams played out from the speakers on the iPod station, and barely an inch of the home had escaped the redecoration. 
Surely this house was now the scariest one on the street. 
As Mark went upstairs, remembering as he did to check on the bedsheet that was hanging down which had been made to look like a ghost, he smiled at the thought of his little boy seeing all of this for the first time. While it probably couldn’t compare to his son being allowed outside to go trick-or-treating with his friends, Mark hoped it would at least go some way to making his son feel better and take his mind off his illness for a little while. 
Thinking of his son sitting in his bedroom now, pale and skinny from all the chemotherapy he had been enduring over the last four months, was enough to make Mark pause on the staircase and fight back the tears that were threatening to come. His son was called Benjamin and he was only eight years old, but the little boy had already been through so much in his short lifetime. Diagnosed with leukaemia at the age of six, ‘Benji’ had been brave as the doctors and nurses did what they had to do to help him fight the disease. When he was seven, there was a belief that the worst was behind him and that he could go on to make a full recovery. But the cancer was back in his body again by the time he was eight and so had begun the latest rounds of chemo on his already brittle bones.  
Mark was proud of his son and how the boy kept his positivity through it all, but he was also angry that any child had to go through such an awful thing, let alone his own. The hospital stays that had lasted months. The long nights in the bathroom while Benji was sick. And the dark days when his son asked his father if he was going to be alright and Mark had to lie and say yes, even if it wasn’t looking good at the time.
When the doctor had told Mark and his wife Candice that they could take their son home from the hospital ward that he had been on since the start of summer, both parents had realised that it wasn’t quite the good news that it might have seemed. The first time they had taken their son home, over a year earlier after his treatment had been complete, he had looked healthy and full of energy. But this time Benji was clearly still in the grips of his illness and the doctor was basically saying it wouldn’t make much difference if the boy was in hospital or at home. 
Benji had been thrilled about the fact that he would get to go home for his favourite time of year, when events like Halloween, Bonfire Night and Christmas came thick and fast and were all dotted around what would be his ninth birthday in early December. But while Mark and Candice were happy to have their son go home with them again, they had only wanted it to be when he was well. 
It had been clear as they left the hospital that he was not. 
Pushing his fragile body in a wheelchair towards their car, both parents could tell that their son was not his usual self and that his illness was starting to get the better of him. There was more chemotherapy planned for January, but for now, his young body had taken too much and needed a rest, and the doctor’s advice had been to take him home and give him as much love and attention as they could in the holiday season. 
Since that day, Benji had mostly been in his bed, taking visitors when he felt up to it but otherwise just sleeping or taking his medication for the pain. Mark had to go to work during the weekdays but his wife was always by her son’s side, before Mark would rush home and take over in the evenings, reading stories and watching movies with Benji until he fell asleep. Mark wanted nothing more than to take his son to the park for a game of football or see him playing with his school friends at a party but the fact was that Benji wasn’t up to it and needed to stay at home, especially now that the weather was cold and there was the increased risk of seasonal illnesses that could be picked up. So that meant that tonight, instead of taking his son out onto the streets to knock on doors and collect chocolates from all the neighbours, Mark was going to bring Halloween home. 
7 Oaktree Lane had become the most haunted house in the land and the little boy who lived there was going to have the time of his life as he was taken around and shown all the scary things that were waiting for him behind every door. 
Mark reached his son’s bedroom and knocked, which was the signal to tell his wife inside that everything was ready. After a moment, the bedroom door opened and Mark saw his wife standing with their son, who was now dressed like a little vampire, complete with fangs, cape and fake blood on his cheeks. It was the costume Benji had chosen online a couple of weeks ago and the one Mark had ordered in time to make sure it would be delivered before the big night. Now it was on, and it was quite a costume indeed. 
“Oh my god, Dracula is here!” Mark cried, stepping back from the doorway and putting his hands in front of his face to protect himself. 
“Dad, it’s me!” Benji giggled, and Candice laughed beside him, before smudging some more of the red liquid down onto his cheek. 
The last thing she wanted was to get fake blood on the carpet.
“Benji, is that really you?” Mark said, daring to step forward again and look at the little vampire standing in front of him. “Wow, it is. I didn’t recognise you!”
Benji smiled proudly and looked at his mum, who confirmed that his costume was very good indeed. 
“What are you wearing?” Benji asked his dad, referring to the frankly ridiculous costume that Mark had on for the occasion tonight. It was a wizard’s outfit, complete with pointy hat, starry tunic and bushy white beard that covered much of his face. 
“I’m Mark the Grand Wizard and I am the owner of this haunted house,” he replied, much to his wife and son’s amusement. 
It was great for Mark to see his son out of bed and on his feet, even if Candice was holding on to Benji’s arm to make sure he didn’t drop to the floor in tiredness. Ideally, they would have kept the wheelchair to move their son between rooms but there just wasn’t enough space in the house to accommodate it. Mark had been prepared to carry Benji around their home tonight to show him all the scary sights, but it was a good sign that the boy had the energy to try and walk some of it on his own. Seeing his son standing in front of him, all dressed up on Halloween and ready for an adventure, was enough to make Mark feel the tears coming on again. Even though Benji was out of bed and in his costume, Mark could still tell that things weren’t right with his son. His eyes gave away how tired he was, and the costume seemed to drown him, hanging over his skinny body that had been ravaged by both the disease and the treatment for it. This wasn’t how an eight-year-old boy should look, standing only with the help of their mother, breathing heavily and looking like they hadn’t slept in weeks. Children should be happy, energetic little whirlwinds running around their home, forcing their parents to chase them around to try and control them. But leukaemia had robbed Benji of much of his childhood and the fear now was that it was going to rob him of the rest of his life.   
But tonight wasn’t about those fears. 
It was about playing on the fears of Halloween, which Benji always relished.
“Are we ready?” Candice asked her husband and it was enough to snap him back into the moment. Putting a brave face on, Mark confirmed to her that they were indeed ready. With that, he cleared his throat and prepared to begin the show. 
“Welcome to the scariest and most haunted house in all the land. Step forward if you dare and follow me as I take you on a tour that you will never forget. Mwah ha ha ha.” 
Mark wasn’t sure if a wizard should be cackling but he was improvising and so he went with it. But Benji seemed to be loving it all and that was the main thing as the young boy left his bedroom and stepped out into the upstairs hallway where several glow-in-the-dark bats were hanging from the ceiling. 
“Wow!” Benji said, transfixed by the cool lights coming from the bats above him and Mark flashed his wife a smile before continuing on with the tour. 
“What is behind this door? Do you dare to open it and find out?” he asked his son, pausing by the closed door that normally housed the bedroom where he and his wife slept. But no room had been immune to the transformation that had taken place here over the last twenty-four hours. 
Benji stepped forward cautiously and put his hand on the door handle, his vampire cape trailing on the ground behind him as he went. Slowly, he opened the door before his face lit up with the sight of what was on the other side of it. 
The room was misty, thanks to the machine Mark had bought which pumped out ‘fog’ and helped create the spooky atmosphere that he was going for in here. This was now the room that belonged to the ‘Headless Man’. Sure enough, through the shroud of fog came the silhouette of the tall man with his head tucked under his arm, and it was very convincing considering Mark had purchased the fake body for only £19.99 from a party store online. 
The fog seeped out into the hallway as Benji stepped inside to get a closer look, and Mark worried that he might have overdone it with the settings he had chosen for the mist machine. 
Hopefully the smell wouldn’t linger for too long once he turned it off. 
While Benji crept through the room towards the headless man, Mark looked at his wife who was smiling, even though her bedroom had been turned into a smog-filled room containing a bloodied torso. It wasn’t what every woman would dream about, but then it was all worth it to see the reaction of their little boy as he was transfixed by the scary room in his own home. 
After closing the door on the man without a head, the family visited ‘The Body in the Bathtub’ (which was really nothing more than another cheap product bought online and a lot of bubble bath), ‘The Apparition in the Airing Cupboard’ (a bedsheet with a face on that fell out as soon as Benji opened the door) and of course ‘The Spider in the Spare Room.’
Mark had carried his son downstairs, past ‘The Hangman of the Hallway’, which seemed to scare Candice more than it did Benji, and into the rooms where the witch was waiting, and the eyeballs were cooking. Finally, after half an hour of thrills, screams and laughter, the tour was almost complete. Benji had loved every minute of it and all the fun had helped to take their minds off their real worries that would be waiting for them once all the silliness had been tidied away. But for now, there was one more surprise in store. 
Somebody had to be brave enough to go into the cupboard under the stairs.
“What do you think is in there?” Mark asked his family as they stood anxiously outside the small door that led to the place where they usually just kept their shoes and coats. 
“A monster!” Benji cried, jiggling with anticipation and almost losing the black cape from his shoulders in the process.      
“Maybe. What do you think, mum?” Mark asked his wife, drawing out the suspense a little more. 
“Honestly, I have no idea at this point,” Candice answered, shaking her head and smiling at her husband, who had clearly put a lot of effort into tonight, most of which had been a surprise even to her. 
Mark grinned and put his hand on the door handle, ready to reveal his last great surprise. 
“Ready or not, here we go,” he said, turning the handle and pulling open the door quickly, because he knew that was how fast he needed to open it in order for the surprise to have maximum impact. 
As the door opened, a skeleton came out of the cupboard, tied to the back of the door, its arms outstretched and its head rolling around on its socket, making both Benji and Candice scream at the same time. Mark couldn’t contain his laughter as both his wife and son leapt away from the skeleton, which was actually a fake one he had been able to borrow from a colleague at work, who had offered it while they were discussing the whole concept of what Mark was planning. 
It was safe to say ‘The Skeleton under the Stairs’ had done its job. 
After much laughter, reminiscing and a couple of pages from his favourite book, Benji was finally rolling over on his pillow and preparing to go to sleep. Mark gave his son a kiss on the head while Candice removed some of the fake blood that had stubbornly refused to be washed off her boy’s cheeks. Then the parents prepared to leave the room and face the quite mammoth task of having to tidy away all the things that had been brought into the home in order to turn it into a fully-functioning haunted house. 
But just before they left the bedroom, Benji rolled over to face them and said the one thing that told his parents that all their work tonight had been worth it.  
“Mum, Dad. This has been the best Halloween ever.”
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Carol Heath was determined to make this Halloween as fun as possible for her grandson Jack, and she had already gotten off to a good start. Together, the pair of them had been trick-or-treating for thirty minutes and the buckets in their hands were full of chocolates and sweets that had been donated by the people inside the homes. Shortly, Carol would take Jack, who was dressed as Batman, back to his own home but there were still a few more places to call at yet and she knew that the little superhero wouldn’t want to stop until they had been to them all. 
Not when there were so many goodies at stake. 
“Can you reach the doorbell?” Carol asked her grandson as he stood on the doorstep beside her in his superhero costume. 
“Yes!” Jack replied firmly, reaching up and only just managing to press the doorbell above him. 
It had been a fair question for Carol to ask considering he was only six years old but like most children, Jack liked to think he was able to do everything for himself already, which included ringing the doorbells on the houses they had visited this evening. 
As the two of them waited for somebody to answer the door, a loud firework exploded in the distance and it was just another reminder for Carol of how quickly this year had gone. They were fast approaching the craziest time in the calendar, which was the build-up to Christmas, and Carol couldn’t believe how quickly the months had flown by. Summer was already a distant memory, the bright sunshine replaced by the dark mornings and the serenity of a holiday in Portugal now replaced by the stress of getting everything ready for the big day on the twenty-fifth of December. There were so many presents to buy, most of them for the little boy standing beside her, never mind cooking the turkey dinner and getting the house decked out in festive colours once again, and it barely seemed five minutes since she had been going through it all last year. 
Yes, it was only Halloween, but as most people her age knew, time flies by and it would be December before she knew it. Halloween. Bonfire Night. Christmas. Easter. Birthdays. Anniversaries. The carousel of life never slowed down, and despite her advancing years, Carol never seemed to be able to get on top of everything. There was always a panic, no matter how far ahead she planned, and even tonight had been no different, she thought, as the door opened and Jack shouted “trick-or-treat!” at the smiling woman inside the house. 
It was supposed to be Jack’s parents who were taking the young boy around the houses tonight but Carol had received a phone call from her daughter, Francesca, just after 5pm asking if she would be able to take Jack instead. The reason for this latest drama was something to do with a broken boiler and Francesca needed to stay in the house until the engineer came to fix it. Her husband, David, was working late so Carol was the only one who could take Jack trick-or-treating, which was obviously something the little boy had been looking forward to ever since he had seen the pumpkins in the supermarket that told him it was that time of the year again. 
Of course, Carol had been only too happy to help take her grandson out tonight, although it had meant that she wasn’t able to accompany her husband, Steve, to the hospital. He was due for the latest in the series of tests that he had been undergoing recently and tonight he was having an MRI scan, which would look for any issues in his brain. The doctors were hunting for anything that could explain the strange symptoms he had been experiencing over the past few months. It seemed that his stumbling and general clumsiness were more of a concern to Carol than to him, but at least he was doing the right thing and getting it looked into. Hopefully it wasn’t anything serious but the neurologist he had seen last month had referred him for more testing so they were still waiting to discover anything that might shed some light on the issues that were currently on their minds. 
Carol wished she was by her husband’s side at the hospital right now but he had assured her that he was fine and that she would have a lot more fun taking their grandson out at Halloween than she would do sitting in a waiting room while a loud machine scanned Steve’s skull. So here she was now, cold and a little anxious about the test results, but enjoying herself at the same time as she kept an eye on Jack running down garden paths to get even more chocolate than he already had. 
“Thank you very much,” Carol said to the kind homeowner who had just given Jack two packets of Haribo and a Mars bar.
As Jack marvelled at his latest rewards, Carol led her grandson away towards the next house. 
“I’ve got loads of sweets now, Granny!” Jack shouted, running his hand through his bucket of confectionery and almost tripping over a garden wall because he wasn’t looking where he was going. 
“You’re a lucky boy, aren’t you?” Carol said, and Jack nodded his head enthusiastically as he turned his attention towards the next house where there would hopefully be even more exciting snacks waiting for him inside. 
As they walked down the street holding hands, Carol looked up from her grandson and across the road to where several other families were doing exactly the same thing as them. There was a girl about Jack’s age dressed as a ballerina, accompanied by a young woman who was presumably the girl’s mother. There were twins who were both dressed as Egyptian mummies, covered from the neck down in bandages and fake blood, walking with their parents, who had the unenviable task of taking the messy costumes off later. And there were a couple of teenagers who looked a little too old to be trick-or-treating and hadn’t even bothered with costumes but were still trying their luck going between the houses and asking for things from the people inside. All in all, it was a typical Halloween scene, one that was surely replicated on streets all over the country tonight, and Carol was enjoying giving her grandson an experience that was just one of the many that made up what would hopefully end up being a happy childhood for him. 
As Jack raced towards the next door and rang the bell, Carol smiled at the memory of when she had done this exact same thing with her own children many years ago. Francesca and her brother, Ben, had loved Halloween just as much as Jack did now and it had been a joy to see their happy little faces when they had put on their costumes and pored over the spoils from the trick-or-treating trips they had been on. From memory, Francesca had been a witch, a cheerleader and a mermaid over the years, while Ben had been a zombie, a clown and a demon with a mask so scary that even Carol got the creeps when she had first seen it. But the whole point of the annual occasion was to make memories and together her family had certainly done that. 
As Jack received treats from the old homeowner who had answered his door in dressing gown and slippers, Carol felt the pang of sorrow that she always did when remembering the times when she had had two happy and healthy children. While Francesca had grown into a beautiful woman with a family of her own, Ben had tragically lost his life to cancer at nineteen so was no longer with the family, unable to create new memories and make Carol feel as if she was whole again. She missed her son all year round, but this time of year was particularly difficult because it was approaching Ben’s birthday in November. Soon Jack would be turning seven, but the day before then should have been when Ben turned thirty, so this would be a particularly poignant anniversary when it passed this year. 
As Carol thanked the old man and ushered Jack away from his doorstep, she thought about the children who Ben might have fathered if he hadn’t been taken away from the world at such a young age. Ben had been a confident and charismatic young man and Carol liked to think that his children would have been the same, full of that energy and positivity that Ben had always seemed to be brimming with throughout his life. While it was a blessing to have Jack, Carol, like most grandparents in the world, always wanted more grandkids and it was a shame that Ben had been taken too soon and denied the chance to gift the world with more little people that would have been just like him. 
“Are you having fun, Granny?” Jack asked her, tugging on her arm and reminding her that she wasn’t paying him as much attention as he demanded. 
“I am, dear. But we’d better start to think about getting you home,” she replied, even though she knew it wouldn’t be what he wanted to hear. 
“But we haven’t done all these houses yet!” Jack protested, pointing towards the rows of homes that they still hadn’t visited, and which Jack was clearly sure were treasure troves of goodies just waiting to be mined. 
“I know but it’s getting late for your bedtime and we can’t do every house here, can we?” Carol reasoned. 
But her rationale fell on deaf ears, as Jack skipped alongside her and pretended like they were going to stay out here all night. 
“We have time to do some more, don’t we? Pleeeeassse!” Jack begged, giving his grandma the look that he knew she could never say no to. 
“Okay, a couple more,” Carol replied, giving in easily because there was nobody in the world whom she liked saying yes to more than her darling grandson. “Which house do you want to go to then?”
Jack stopped and took a moment to think about it before pointing to his left and saying; “That big house over there!”
Carol looked where he was pointing and saw that it wasn’t actually a house but rather a small block of flats that was four storeys high. Presumably Jack had chosen that building because he thought it was the biggest house and therefore the most likely one to have the biggest bundle of sweets waiting for him inside, but Carol knew that wasn’t how it was going to work. 
“They are flats, dear,” she told her grandson.
“But I want to go to that one. Please Granny, let’s go and try,” Jack insisted, looking up hopefully at Carol.
“Why don’t we just pick one of these houses over here?” Carol suggested, pointing to the standard semi-detached homes on the other side of the street, which would definitely be easier to get sweets from. 
“Pleaaasse. Let’s just knock on the door and try. Then we can go home,” Jack offered, as if he were driving a bargain with a businessman who was looking to buy something from him. 
But Carol wasn’t a businessman who needed convincing. She was a doting grandmother and so it didn’t take much for her to give in and do what Jack was asking of her. She took his hand and made him look both ways as they crossed the street, before leading him towards the flats where surely the people inside would not be bothered enough to come downstairs and give something to them on Halloween. 
Approaching the front door to the flats, Carol saw the rows of buzzers with the numbers beside them. There were twelve in total but she wasn’t going to let on to Jack that it meant that there were twelve different homes to potentially get treats from, so she told him just to press the buzzer with the number 1 beside it. 
“Why can’t I press the others?” Jack asked suspiciously. 
“Because number one is the only one that will be answered. The other numbers are for delivery drivers,” Carol replied, using a little white lie to satisfy her grandson’s curiosity and speeding up the evening for herself in the process. 
“Oh, okay,” Jack said, naively believing it. 
He reached up and pressed his finger on the button next to the number 1 and a loud buzzing noise came from inside. Carol really didn’t expect anyone to answer and come out to give Jack any treats but at least she could say that they had tried when they were on their way home shortly. 
But then a female voice came over the intercom. 
“Hello?”
“Trick-or-treat!” Jack shouted excitedly into the intercom and he seemed thrilled to be communicating with somebody through this mysterious device. 
“Oh okay! Just give me one minute!” the female voice replied, and the line was disconnected. 
Jack shuffled around impatiently beside Carol as they waited for the woman to come down and reveal whatever exciting snacks she had in store for them. Carol checked her watch and saw that it was getting late for Jack’s bedtime but there was no way she could make him go home now. Not until he had finally got the last few things that he needed to make his bucket of treats overflow.
Eventually, a light came on in the hallway inside the flats and Carol saw a brunette woman in her late twenties coming towards them. She was wearing a dressing gown and no makeup and presumably her night of relaxation had been disturbed by the excited child on her doorstep. But she smiled as she unlocked the door and greeted the trick or treaters with a warm hello.
“Wow, look at you!” the young woman cried, marvelling at Jack’s costume. “I’ve been hoping for Batman to come and save me!”
Carol and the woman shared a smile as Jack eagerly held out his bucket for the treats to be deposited into. 
“Here you go. It’s all I have inside. I hope it’s okay?” the woman said, dropping two packets of Maltesers into the bucket along with a Crème Egg that Jack definitely would be eating first when he was on his way home. 
“Thank you!” Jack squealed, jiggling with excitement at his latest haul. 
“You are welcome,” the woman replied. “I was going to have them myself but I’m on a diet so better for you than me.”
She winked at Carol, who laughed. 
“Thank you so much, and sorry to bother you,” Carol said, guiding Jack away from the doorstep. 
“No problem at all. Have a great evening!” the woman shouted after them, before closing the door and scurrying back inside to her warm flat. 
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Louise Robertson closed the door to her flat and smiled at the thought of the little boy whom she had just given the sweets to. He had been dressed as Batman and had been accompanied by his grandmother and it was nice that he was enjoying Halloween, which Louise remembered as always being a fun time in her own childhood. But now she was approaching thirty, she preferred to spend Halloween in a different way to the children of the world. 
All she needed for the thirty-first of October this year was her dressing gown, a good movie and a bottle of wine. 
Curling back up onto the sofa, Louise picked up the television remote and pressed PLAY on the film she had paused. It wasn’t as if she would have missed much if she hadn’t paused the movie, it was only a trashy rom-com after all, but if technology gives you the option to freeze time then why not use it?
As the sounds from the film filled the flat again, Louise took a sip from her glass of wine and imagined what it would be like if you could actually press pause on real life and not just on the movies on the television. She remembered a show from her youth called Bernard’s Watch, in which a young boy had a magical watch that could stop time for everyone but himself, meaning he was free to do whatever he wanted while the rest of the world was frozen in place. It was a tantalising idea and Louise had often dreamed about having a watch like it for herself, even as she had got older and realised it was impossible for such a thing to exist. 
If she had the power to freeze time then she would certainly use it in the mornings when she was running late for work, maybe even taking an extra hour in bed if she knew that all clocks had temporarily stopped. She would definitely use it on the weekends, making that two-day break at the end of the week last a lot longer than it seemed to do, because it was always over far too quickly for her liking. And then there were the more serious things that she could use the watch for, like pausing time whenever something bad was about to happen and hopefully managing to avoid it happening altogether. 
If she had the magical watch that stopped time, then she would have certainly pressed pause on the night that Joe came calling at her flat. 
But for now, the only magical device capable of stopping time was the remote control in Louise’s hand and so that would have to do. Trying to lose herself back in the movie that she had already seen at least three times before, Louise wondered what Joe was doing now, even though she knew it wasn’t good to think about things like that.
After bumping into her ex-boyfriend by chance in a crowded bar last month, Louise and Joe had finally had the confrontation that they should have had a long time ago. Both of them had shown their emotion that night as they stood beside the Thames, him expressing his guilt for what he did to her while she had broken down and finally said out loud the words that she had found so difficult to say for so long.
The rest of that night had been a bit of a blur. Somebody had helped her into a taxi. She had returned home exhausted. And surprisingly, she had slept well for the first time in months. It had only been the buzzing on her flat the next morning that had woken her and, when she had finally answered it, she had seen two police officers waiting at her door. 
After letting them in, the male officer had apologised for interrupting her weekend while the female officer had thanked her for the offer of a cup of tea but ultimately declined. Louise had known why they were visiting her flat, but she had hoped to delay the inevitable conversation by making tea and chatting about the weather. But, in the end, all three of them had taken a seat on her sofa and discussed the night that Louise wished she could have pressed pause on forever.  
Louise had presumed that it had been a passer-by who had alerted the police to the fact that she had been raped, considering that she had blurted it out in public in front of so many people during her confrontation with Joe. But she had been stunned when the female officer had told her that Joe had actually walked into a police station himself not long after the events by the river. 
But he hadn’t just made a statement about the events that night. 
He had made a confession.  
The police officers had gone on to discuss the contents of Joe’s statement, although it was the female one who spoke more. The male one seemed happier to sit back and let his colleague take the lead. Presumably, he was a little uncomfortable about the topic of discussion, but he couldn’t have been any more uncomfortable than Louise had been as she sat there and heard Joe’s words. Her ex-boyfriend had admitted to what he had done that night back in February, stating that he had forced himself on Louise and refused to stop despite her attempts to make him. He had ended his statement with an apology and expression of remorse, as well as saying that he couldn’t live with the guilt anymore, especially after seeing how much pain it had caused Louise after their chance encounter. 
Now the police were at Louise’s flat to corroborate what he had told them and determine if it was the truth. 
Louise had been stunned when she had heard what her ex-boyfriend had done. In the end, it hadn’t been she who had opened the police investigation into Joe, but Joe himself. He clearly hadn’t been lying by the river when he had told her how sorry he was. It had obviously been affecting him just as much as it had been affecting her and now Joe had done what Louise should have done months ago. 
He had spoken to the police. 
The two officers had waited as Louise prepared to answer whether Joe’s claims were true or false. She found it strange that they even had to ask but, apparently, false confessions were a real thing, so they had to clear up whether this was a factual case or not. But, in the end, Louise had left them in no doubt. Even though she had known that what she was about to say would potentially result in her ex-boyfriend going to prison, she knew that she had to do it. She had to confirm the very thing that she had been trying so hard to forget, the same thing that all the stealing and the excessive exercise had failed to make up for. 
She had to tell them the truth. 
“Yes,” Louise had said, as the police officers had waited with their pens poised over their notebooks and a look of grave seriousness on their faces. “He raped me.”
Then she had been forced to recount the whole night in detail, pressed to remember as much as she could about what happened in order for her story to be compared to Joe’s for similarities or inconsistencies. Louise had felt like she was on autopilot as she had told them the events of that night, such was her familiarity with each and every detail. The night had been playing over and over again in her head since it happened in February, so by the time she had come to actually talk about it, it was as if she hadn’t even needed to think about the words as she spoke them. She had been told that everything she said would be taken down and used as evidence should the case proceed and she remembered worrying that perhaps she had missed something out or worse, embellished a part of the story and incriminated herself, never mind Joe. But the police officers had been nothing but sympathetic and reassuring and it was clear that both she and Joe had told similar stories about what had happened between them. 
Just before the police officers had left, Louise had shown them the bedroom where the crime had taken place. She remembered feeling embarrassed about how untidy her room had been at the time, with her work clothes on the floor and a couple of dirty cups on her bedside table, which was a funny thing to be embarrassed about compared to the reason she was actually showing them the room in the first place. In the end, it had been a relief when the police officers had left, and Louise had been alone to process the unexpected events that had just occurred. 
That had been six weeks ago, when the evenings were still light, and the mornings were still warm. Now it was mid-autumn, the temperatures had dropped, and a lot had happened since she had first spoken to the police. Not long after the officers had visited her home, Louise had attended a police station to make a recorded statement, which she was told was a more formal way of getting her to go over the things that she had already told the first officers. It had been a lot more daunting talking about Joe and that night in the station, in one of the rooms that looked just like the kind Louise had seen on so many television shows. It seemed just like the ones where a criminal is grilled by two detectives who are trying to find holes in their story, which had added to Louise’s anxiety. But upon arrival at the station, she hadn’t been grilled by any detectives. She had simply been asked to repeat the information she had already given them for the purposes of the recorded tape. But just being there made the whole thing seem very real to Louise and it was clear then that the case against Joe was progressing rapidly. 
When the interview was over and the tape had been turned off, Louise had asked about her ex-boyfriend. She wasn’t overly concerned about him but rather was more curious about what was happening with him since he had confessed that day. She was told that he was on bail, pending an official hearing, while the evidence was being examined and the police were assessing if they had enough to make the case against him. That had been a surprise to Louise because she had just assumed that his confession, along with her confirmation of it, would have been enough to see him face punishment. But apparently there were still things that had to be done before that could happen and the police told her that they would be in touch with an update in due course.
While she was yet to hear about any formal hearing or be summoned to make further statements on the matter, she had tried one avenue to find out what was happening with Joe. She had gone looking for him on social media, wondering if he was still on there and what he had been posting ever since he had been released on bail. But all his accounts had been deleted and it was as if he had never even existed online. But of course he had, and there were still many photos of him on other people’s pages, smiling and posing like so many other young people do when they know they are going to be visible on social media. 
Against her better judgement, Louise had found herself trawling through the photos of some of her and Joe’s mutual friends, looking for pictures of her ex-boyfriend with a kind of morbid curiosity. In particular, she had been looking for photos of him that had been taken after that night in February, when the knowledge of his crimes was inside him, to see if it had seemed to affect him in any visual way. But all the photos she did find from since then showed him with the same smile and it wasn’t apparent that he was someone who was struggling under the burden of what he had done in his past. But Louise knew better than anyone that what you show on the outside is not always reflective of how you are feeling on the inside, so in the end she had stopped looking at the photos and done her best to stop thinking about Joe too. 
Now it was Halloween, and she was waiting to hear what would happen next. But in the meantime, she had been pushing forward with the things that she could control and that meant looking for a new place to live. Now that what she had been through was out in the open, it was important that she removed as many reminders from that night as possible and that meant getting out of the flat where the crime had been committed. She had given her notice to the landlord and was due to move out just before New Year’s Eve, which was hardly an ideal time for such a big change, but it was the soonest she could leave without forfeiting her sizeable deposit. Soon she would be out of this flat, Joe would be sentenced and then Louise would be able to move on with her life. After feeling like she had spent most of this year sinking in quicksand, it was a relief to know that next year promised to be a much better one. She was going to make many changes in her life, and not just on the address front. She wanted a new job. She wanted to move out of the city and find somewhere more peaceful than London. Most of all, she wanted to get back to doing the things she really enjoyed, instead of the things that she had done just because they took her mind off Joe. 
That meant no more stealing and no more running silly marathons in foreign countries. It was time to get back to who she really was. It was time to move on. And it was time for Joe to do the same thing too. 
Even if the process for him would be a very different one. 
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Joe Swan didn’t like to think about the things that were waiting for him in his future too much. Instead, he preferred to focus on the present because that was the only thing he could control now. His future was currently out of his hands and in those of the police and, while it was nothing less than he knew he deserved, it still made daily life a difficult thing to endure. 
Walking into a police station and confessing to his crime had felt good, because although he knew his punishment was still to come, he was relieved of the strain of hiding his guilt and worrying about what would happen if Louise were to report him. The burden of regret he had been shouldering since February had been weighing him down and he had been terrified at the thought of living like that for the rest of his life. But he had also known that by confessing, he was changing his life forever and giving up all control as the police officers, lawyers and judges would then be deciding what would become of him. There was no doubt that owning up to what he had done had been the right thing to do, even if it could never make up for his actions before it that had been so wrong. It was just a shame that it now meant his life was basically in the gutter and perhaps would be forever, even after he had served his time. But just like his life had now changed, he knew Louise’s life had been changed too, so if she could handle the consequences of his actions then he would have to do the same. 
The television was currently on in the room he was sitting in, but Joe wasn’t watching it. Instead, he was staring at the bookcase beside the television set, where all the photo frames were standing proudly on display. The frames had been put there by his mother, who was proud of her family and wasn’t shy when it came to showing off pictures of the people that she loved the most. Of course, there were several photos of Joe on the bookcase, ranging from when he was a child to the most recent one that had been taken at a wedding two years ago. It meant a lot that his mother was still happy to keep the photos of him on display even though he had now brought so much shame onto the family. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she had removed any trace of him from the home. But both his parents had supported him ahead of what he was facing, even though it was clear that he had hurt them and caused them so much distress through his despicable actions. 
He had told his parents what had happened with Louise the same day he had told the police. His mother had been mortified and his father had been angry, but the fact that he had eventually owned up to his actions was something and had been a key factor in getting them to calm down and talk things through with him properly. Joe had decided that his family home was the best place for him while he waited to hear what the police were going to do, so he had moved out of the shared flat he rented in London and was now back living with his parents. There was comfort and familiarity in being back home and Joe knew he needed as many good feelings as he could get considering he was potentially going to be spending a long time behind bars once his case was processed. But making the change of address had been easy. 
It had been the conversation with his girlfriend at the time of his confession that had been more difficult. 
Joe had been seeing April since June, having initially met and chatted online, and things had been going great. At least they had been, right up until the night of April’s thirtieth birthday party, which coincidentally was the same night that Joe had bumped into Louise at the bar. April had overheard the altercation between Joe and his ex on the riverbank, so knew exactly what her boyfriend had done in his past. It hadn’t been a surprise when April had ended things with him then and there, rushing away from him and back to the party, which he presumed he had ruined but didn’t return to because of his shame in that moment. But it had been upsetting that April had refused to speak to him since that day, ignoring all his calls and the messages he had sent to her, and making it impossible for him to at least try and explain himself a little better. It wasn’t that he wanted to play down what he had done or even beg for April’s forgiveness. All he wanted was to let her know that, although he was guilty of his crime, he wasn’t a monster and April shouldn’t go through the rest of her life thinking he was. He regretted what he had done to Louise and was trying to do the right thing now but he wanted April to hear the full story and not just the bits and pieces she picked up from overhearing him and Louise outside the bar that night last month. But April wanted nothing more to do with Joe and he couldn’t really blame her, even if it did seem a little unfair. He wasn’t expecting her to stay with him or wait for him while he served whatever sentence was handed down, but he would have liked to have ended things on better terms. As it was, April was now consigned to his past, just like Louise was, and all he had now was his family and the few friends who had stood by him after they had learnt about who he really was. 
Joe heard the sound of a can being opened across the room and looked across to see his father sitting in his armchair, drinking the lager he had just opened, before wiping his mouth and turning the volume up on the television. He hadn’t asked Joe if he wanted a drink but that was probably only because he already knew what the answer would be. Joe had told his parents he was giving up alcohol, possibly forever, but at least for the foreseeable future, because it had been alcohol that had contributed to what he had done to Louise. Joe wanted to stay sober now, mainly to keep a clear mind for the challenging times ahead, but also because he saw it as just one of the things he could do to cleanse his soul and become a better man. 
The confession was him taking responsibility for his actions. Returning home was him trying to reconnect with his younger, more respectable self. And giving up alcohol was his way of staying fully in control of his future and not letting anything artificial cloud his judgement. He was trying to become a better version of himself and it would be a deliberate and gradual process. He had already made the necessary strides towards that goal. But he was also currently stuck in limbo while he waited to hear exactly what would happen to him with regards to the punishment he was going to be given. 
He knew that Louise had made her statement and that it matched the one he had made before her, so the police were definitely treating it with the seriousness that it deserved. The only thing he didn’t know was how serious they were going to be when it was time to give him his sentence. His lawyer was in the process of determining that with the authorities and he had told Joe that there would be a hearing before the end of the year when it would become much clearer. Until then, Joe just had to wait and not say anything more to the police, even though he had pretty much said everything there was to say in the first place. 
Joe hadn’t even thought about getting a lawyer to handle his case because he had assumed that his confession would be enough to see him found guilty. It had been his parents who had actually enlisted the help of one. While they weren’t doing it to try and help their son avoid punishment, they did want to make sure that Joe got the best possible representation and didn’t accrue a longer sentence than was absolutely necessary. Therefore, the lawyer had been working away in the background, handling Joe’s case and only calling them when he had new information, which wasn’t as often as Joe would have liked. All Joe wanted to do was serve his time and get on with the rest of his life, but it seemed there was a bit more to it than that. 
Apparently, walking into a police station and saying you were guilty was only the start of the process, not the end of it. 
One thing that Joe had presumed, and hoped, was that there would be no need for a trial. The last thing he wanted was to see Louise in the witness box having to recall the events on that night to a packed courtroom while Joe sat opposite her and felt her hatred washing over him. His lawyer had told him there would not be a trial based on both his admission of guilt and Louise’s evidence, but that there were still things that needed to be sorted out before any sentence could be given. Joe had got the impression that the lawyer was almost irritated by the fact that Joe had confessed to the crime because it now meant there was little chance of getting Joe out of his predicament. But Joe didn’t want to get away with anything, he had already done that, and it had resulted in nothing but guilt and shame. The lawyer probably wanted his time in court, where he could pick apart Louise’s statement, as well as cast more doubt on the events on that night, making it seem as if it wasn’t as clear cut as it appeared to be. Joe knew just from reading the news that many accusations of rape resulted in the accused going free, mainly thanks to lawyers discrediting the victim or using the “he said, she said” defence when the evidence wasn’t there to stop it. But Joe didn’t want to try and get out of his situation now, even if there were technically legal ways of possibly doing so. He was fully prepared to go to prison and face what he had done. 
The sooner the better, because then he could try and pick up the pieces of life that were waiting for him on the other side. 
Joe had been suspended from his job at Barringdon Insurers, pending the result of the investigation. In a way it was a relief because it meant he didn’t have to face his colleagues in the office, especially the female ones. He fully expected the company to sever all ties with him once his sentence was handed down, so that meant that when he was released, he would have to find a new job and start his career all over again. Finding a job as a convicted criminal wouldn’t be easy but it would be easier than mending all the relationships that had been broken. All trust had been destroyed in the eyes of those closest to Joe and it would take a long time to regain that. He knew that some people would never forgive him, and he couldn’t blame them. He just hoped that, regardless of who they were, they were able to see that he was not an evil man and was capable of change, because if they couldn’t see that then he didn’t see the point of even trying to make up for what he had done. There had to be some form of redemption waiting for him at the end of all this. There had to be forgiveness and hope, otherwise Joe daren’t even think about what the rest of his life would look like. 
As he sat on the sofa in his parents’ house, staring at the television set but not processing any of its sound, Joe thought about his former boss and how he had chosen to deal with the consequences of his actions. Craig Miller, the man who had taken Joe under his wing when the younger man had started working at Barringdon, had jumped in front of a train in the London Underground in June, killing himself before the police had had a chance to talk to him about the money he had been embezzling from the firm. Joe remembered the shock and the tears in the office when the news of Craig’s death had filtered through to the employees, and the subsequent horror when they all found out that the man they thought was just a confident colleague was actually a common criminal who had chosen death over the prospect of years in prison. 
Joe had spent a few sleepless nights after Craig’s death thinking about what it must have been like for Craig to reach the point where he would rather step in front of a speeding train than go on living. Had Craig been so afraid of prison that suicide was the better outcome for him? If so, what did that mean for Joe, who now found himself in the same position as his former boss, staring down the prospect of time behind bars, where rapists where at the bottom of the food chain. Joe wasn’t suicidal but he wondered if that was just because he was being naïve about what was waiting for him in prison. Maybe all his thoughts of recovery, redemption and a return to a better life after prison were ridiculous. Maybe his life was already over and he just didn’t know it yet. Maybe Craig had known it and that was why he jumped. So why hadn’t Joe done the same? 
What was Joe sticking around for when there was surely nothing left in his life to look forward to? 
Joe got up off the sofa and walked out of the room, leaving his father behind to watch the television alone. He heard his mother pottering around in the kitchen but walked past that door and up the stairs, headed for his childhood bedroom where he could hopefully find some peace amongst the memories of his past. As Joe closed the door to his bedroom and climbed into his bed, he knew it wasn’t good to think about Craig and all the ways that he could escape the fate that was waiting for him. He would be patient and take his punishment when it came. But Joe just wished that there was somebody with him who could help him face the future. It was good to have the support of his parents, but he still longed for the relationship that had ended the same night he had confessed to his crimes. 
He was missing April, even though he knew that there was no chance she was missing him. 



April *
19:08
April Adams wasn’t missing Joe. She had ended things with him on her thirtieth birthday last month and it hadn’t been a difficult decision to make. What she was missing though was happiness, fun and laughter, which were things that had been in very short supply ever since she had discovered that her boyfriend was a rapist. 
As ever, her love life continued to be one big disaster. 
The last six weeks had been tumultuous for April, suddenly finding herself single again and with her twenties now consigned to the past. Just when she thought she had finally found a good man then he had been snatched away from her appallingly, so she was back on familiar ground now, single and drowning her sorrows in as much cheap alcohol as she could get her hands on. But that was okay because she had her best friend beside her and at least they could grow old disgracefully together. 
Katie had done her best to keep April busy since her friend’s break-up with Joe and the last few weeks had been a whirlwind of pubs, clubs and bottomless brunches. Tonight promised to be just as boozy and not just because it was Halloween. While there were plenty of parties going on all over London right now, April and Katie had decided that what they really needed was something to put a smile on their face and make them laugh until they cried. They needed humour, and not the rubbish kind that they were subjected to by whichever blokes tried to chat them up on a dancefloor somewhere. They needed proper humour, the kind that professionals provide. And the best place to get that was right here, at a comedy club in the heart of Covent Garden. 
Tickets to tonight’s show had only been £6 each, which was a bargain and much less than the entrance fees April and Katie had been paying recently to get inside more sleazy venues around the capital. The ticket also included one free drink, which had been quickly redeemed at the bar and now both women were sitting in their seats, glass of wine in hand, waiting for the comedy to begin. 
They had arrived early to ensure that they had a good choice of seating. That was wise because the last thing that any sane person wanted to do at a comedy show was be forced to sit on the front row. Anybody sitting that close to the stage was a prime target for the comedians and April and Katie didn’t want the comics to pick on them, even if it was in jest. Fortunately, they had found two good seats in the middle of the room, so surely they were safe from the comedians who were due to come walking out on stage in a moment’s time. The show had been set to begin at 7pm but was running a little late, which April and Katie had agreed was probably a deliberate tactic on the venue’s behalf to ensure that the people in the audience had more time to spend money at the bar. But they couldn’t grumble when the tickets had been so cheap, so the girls sat patiently as the rest of the people in the room took their seats whilst trying not to spill their drinks on anyone in the process. 
“We should do this more often,” Katie said to her friend, looking around at the crowded room and recognising that it was much calmer than the kinds of places they usually went to together. 
“Definitely, I love a good comedy show,” April agreed, taking a long gulp of her wine, which was supposed to last her until the interval in forty-five minutes’ time. “Especially when it’s so cheap.”
The girls watched as two latecomers were forced to squeeze their way down one of the aisles and take the last two vacant seats right at the front of the stage, surely making themselves the first people that the comedian would comment on when the show began. 
“Thank god we weren’t late,” April said, shuddering at the thought of having to sit so close to the front. 
“Maybe they want to be at the front,” Katie speculated. “Some people are weird like that.” 
“I can’t think of anything worse,” April replied, drinking more of her wine and glancing towards the bar where the queue to get served seemed to be lessening. 
As she did, she noticed one of the guys at the bar smiling at her and she quickly turned back around in her seat, not wanting to encourage any male interest. After the experience with her last boyfriend, April was more than happy to have a break from men for the foreseeable future. 
Not that Katie seemed to be thinking the same. 
“He’s cute,” Katie said, pointing out a guy on the third row in a white t-shirt and black baseball cap. 
“Looks like he’s with his girlfriend,” April commented, referring to the woman in the leather jacket beside him. 
“So? I like a challenge,” Katie mused, and April laughed, although not as hard as she hoped she would when the comedians came out. 
But Katie was right with one thing she had said. It was good to be at a comedy club again and they definitely should do it more often. April had wondered if there would be many people at the venue tonight considering it was Halloween and there were surely a thousand fancy dress parties going on right now elsewhere. But it seemed that there was always a healthy appetite for comedy amongst the public and tonight seemed to be as busy as every other comedy night that April had been to in the past. 
Glancing down at the leaflet in her hand, April browsed through the list of names that would be performing tonight. She hadn’t heard of any of them but that was to be expected considering the size and scale of this show. None of the household names in comedy would play at a venue as small as this but they had all started off in clubs like this, so the people performing tonight could very well be the comedy stars of the future. April made a mental note to hang onto the leaflet after the show and keep it somewhere safe, so she could look back on it in a few years’ time and remind herself if any of these comedians had become famous since this evening. But realistically, she knew she would probably lose the leaflet not long after leaving the club tonight because she lost almost everything she ever tried to keep. 
Including men. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, grab your drinks and take your seats. The show will be beginning in one minute’s time.”
The chatter continued around the room as a few people made a mad scramble to the bar for one more drink, while other people took their jackets off and made themselves more comfortable. But April and Katie had everything they needed, so they remained in place, ready for what would hopefully be a very entertaining evening. There was nothing like a good night at a comedy club. Everybody needed to unwind and laugh every now and again, April even more so, considering recent events. 
As the last few stragglers took their seats and the bartenders pulled the shutters down on the bar until the interval, April allowed herself a brief moment to wonder what Joe was doing right now. In his case, surely laughter was the furthest thing from his mind. April had ignored all his attempts to contact her since the night she had overheard his argument with the girl by the river, which to her seemed like a perfectly acceptable thing to do. 
What else was a girl to do after hearing that the man she was in love with had abused someone else? 
She had read some of the messages he had sent her since, finding herself unable to resist a peek at them. But they were nothing more than the words of a man who had been caught doing something that he shouldn’t have been doing. There were a lot of sentences like “Let me explain” or “I don’t expect you to understand but...” and April had heard it all before from other men in her past who were trying to make up for something from which there was no coming back. 
Usually, her exes had been apologising for cheating on her or getting a little aggressive after drinking too much at a party but Joe had been trying to explain how he had ended up raping someone, which wasn’t something April cared to listen to. April had seen the pain and anguish on the face of the woman by the river, so there was nothing that her ex-boyfriend could now say to make up for that. As for Katie’s opinion, she believed that April had had a lucky escape by finding out what Joe had done before she had become even more involved with him and April had to agree. It was never fun to have her heart broken but it was surely better than spending the rest of her life with a man who was capable of such sickening acts against other women. 
April took another hearty gulp of her wine, even though she knew she couldn’t buy any more until the interval now. Then she looked towards the curtain where the comedians were going to appear from any minute now. She thought about how nerve-wracking it must be to be standing behind there, hearing the room full of chattering people on the other side and knowing that they had all paid money for you to come out and make them laugh. There was a good reason why there were only five comedians on the bill tonight but almost two hundred people in the audience. 
It was a lot easier sitting in the crowd than it was being the one up on the stage. 
Suddenly the lights were dimmed, and loud rock music began pumping from the speakers. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, put your hands together and make some serious noise for your compere for this evening, MR SIMON ARBUCKLE.”
Everybody in the room cheered and clapped as the curtain was pulled aside and a young man appeared from behind it, striding out across the stage with a confidence and ease that had surely been helped by the alcohol he had been consuming backstage before the show began. 
Grabbing the microphone, the compere held his arms out wide and gestured for the crowd to make even more noise, before starting the show. 
“Good evening, London!” Simon shouted, his voice echoing around the packed room through the sound system that surrounded them all. “And of course, I can’t start without saying happy Halloween!”
Everybody cheered as Simon made a cackling sound into his microphone, which was no doubt supposed to sound spooky but just came across as a really loud noise. 
“I see some of you have come in fancy dress this evening to celebrate the occasion,” Simon observed, pointing straight at the two guys on the front row below him. “These two have come as a cheap version of Ant and Dec.” 
The audience laughed, including the two men who were the object of the joke, and April and Katie smiled at each other, confirming that they were right to get here early and not be in those seats now.  
“Is everybody here a fan of Halloween?” Simon asked, to a mixed response from the crowd. “Of course you aren’t because if you were then you wouldn’t be in here tonight, would you?” Simon cried, nodding at the sea of faces in front of him. “That’s okay, I’m not a big fan of Halloween either. I’ll tell you why.” 
Simon paused and took a swig from the cup of beer on the stage with him and April took her opportunity to have some more of her own drink. 
“Last Halloween, my girlfriend said we should dress up in costume and act out each other’s fantasies,” Simon told them, walking across the stage and trailing the microphone wire behind him. “But we weren’t to tell each other what we were going to wear. It was supposed to be a surprise.”
A few people laughed as they waited for the real punchline to come. 
“So, it was the evening of Halloween and I’d spent all day looking forward to seeing my girlfriend and showing her my costume. And of course I couldn’t wait to see hers. Finally, she arrived at my flat and took off her long coat to reveal a nurse’s uniform, which of course was one of my fantasies.” 
The crowd laughed and Simon paused, teasing out the real joke that was about to be delivered. 
“Then it was my turn to reveal my costume. So I slowly took off my sweater and revealed the item of clothing that I was convinced was part of her own fantasy.”
Then Simon took off the sweater he had walked out on stage in, to reveal the thing he had worn that previous Halloween in front of his girlfriend. 
The audience laughed hysterically as they saw that he was wearing a policeman’s uniform, although it was several sizes too small for him and looked ridiculous with his skinny arms poking out of the side of it. 
“Unfortunately the only one left in the shop had been a child’s size so it didn’t quite have the effect I was hoping for,” Simon told them, power posing in the uniform, which only made him look even more ridiculous. “I think it’s more Village People than village policeman.” 
April tried to stop the wine bursting out from her mouth as she laughed. 
“Needless to say, my girlfriend wasn’t exactly thrilled by my costume and made me take it off, but now she is my ex-girlfriend, so I can wear it again!” Simon cried and everybody cheered as Simon went back to the centre of the stage and re-fixed the microphone to the stand. 
“Okay, let’s get the show started. Our first comedian tonight is actually a bus driver in his day job and this is his first ever comedy gig,” Simon told them. “But he is a funny guy and he only paid me ten pounds to say that about him, so put your hands together and make some noise for ABDUL KAHN!”
Everybody in the room cheered and applauded as Simon left the stage to be replaced by a nervous Indian man in his fifties. 
Then the room fell silent and all eyes were on the inexperienced comedian standing in front of them. 
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Abdul Kahn looked out at the hundreds of faces in front of him and saw that all eyes were on him. It was at that moment that he realised that maybe being a comedian wasn’t going to be as easy as he had thought it would be. It had been his colleagues at the bus station who had first put the thought into his head about him getting up on stage and telling a few jokes. They had told him he was funny, “a natural comedian” and asked him “what is the worst that could happen if you try?” 
Well now Abdul had an answer to that question. The worst that could happen was that nobody in this room would think his jokes were funny and that he would be booed off by the angry mob of people who blamed him for ruining their night of entertainment. 
“Good evening,” Abdul said meekly into the microphone, ever so quietly and ever so politely. A few people shouted “Good evening,” back to him, but the room remained silent for the most part. 
“Wow, I haven’t seen this many people in one place since my sister’s wedding day,” Abdul said, which he was surprised got him a good laugh because he hadn’t even been joking. 
Presumably the audience had thought he was riffing on the tradition of Indian weddings being large and had enjoyed the bit of satire. However he had managed it, Abdul was off and running. 
“So, I guess you want me to tell you some jokes,” Abdul said, and more people laughed, even though he was simply saying the first thing that came into his mind. “I’ll start with an easy one. It’s actually my wife’s favourite joke. What do you call a man with no arms and legs, lying on a porch?”
The crowd waited for the punchline. 
“Matt.”
Laughter and groans filled the room and Abdul smiled, thinking of his wife and how she always cracked up at that cheesy gag. 
“I have another one,” Abdul said, and the audience laughed again, warming to his polite disposition and seeming lack of comfort in this situation. 
“Yesterday I saw a guy spill all his Scrabble letters on to the road. So I asked him. What’s the word on the street?”
More laughter, although this time not quite as much as for the first joke, so Abdul decided to stop repeating jokes that he had seen on the internet and start talking about himself. He had done quite a bit of research into humour ever since he had decided to give comedy a go and one piece of advice that kept cropping up was to talk about something personal. Apparently, the best comedy came from real life and required the person telling the story to be vulnerable and honest about themselves, so Abdul decided that that was what he would do next. 
“So, I am actually a bus driver from South London, and I spend most of my week driving passengers around between the city centre and Vauxhall Bus Station. Has anybody here ever been to Vauxhall Bus Station?”
A few people in the crowd said that they had but most people in the room remained silent. 
“That’s okay, you’re not missing much if you haven’t been. Some people think being a bus driver must be a living hell, but I tell those people that hell isn’t the job, it’s only the place where we drop you off at the end of the route.”
Abdul got another laugh and smiled before continuing. 
“I’m not saying Vauxhall is a bad place to see but somebody from Chernobyl visited it on holiday last week and said they couldn’t wait to get back home.”
More laughter. 
“I’m only joking. I love Vauxhall and I love South London. Yes, it has a bit of a reputation, but I think having a reputation is a good thing. Take me, for example. I have a reputation of being a happy, pleasant bus driver. Just like my colleague Bill has a reputation for being somebody whom you shouldn’t leave alone with your wife.”
The audience members laughed, and Abdul smiled again because he wasn’t even joking, he was just telling the truth. Bill really was somebody that you shouldn’t leave alone with your wife. 
“Some people think that it must be quite boring to be a bus driver. Driving up and down the same streets every day, seeing the same passengers and being stuck behind the wheel for most of the shift. But I think my job is fun. I’m like a Formula 1 driver, except instead of all the money and the fame I just get to tidy up after old women who leave their shopping on my bus.”
Abdul decided that it was time to try and move from behind the microphone stand and so he unclipped the microphone from its holder and walked across the stage tentatively. His research had told him that it was important to ‘own the stage’, so that was what he was going to try and do, even if it was really owned by the comedy club which was paying him fifty quid to perform here tonight. 
“I wonder if any of you have ever been on one of my buses before. Put your hand up if you recognise me,” Abdul said, but no one put their hand up. 
But Abdul noticed a young woman sitting with her husband on the front row below him and a joke flashed into his mind. 
“I didn’t think so. You prefer to go on Bill’s bus, don’t you?” Abdul said, pointing to the woman, who immediately went red and buried her face in the shoulder of her husband, who was laughing at the joke. 
Abdul was having a great time up on the stage and he thought about what it would be like to do this job for a living full time. He wasn’t lying when he said he enjoyed his days driving people around on his bus, but this was something else entirely. Here, he got to make a whole room full of people laugh, instead of just a couple of people who boarded his vehicle. And this was only his first gig. Imagine if he were able to move on to even bigger venues and tell jokes to thousands of people at once. That really would be a dream come true. 
“Does anybody know what my biggest fear is when I’m driving my double-decker bus around all day?” Abdul asked the crowd as he walked around in front of them. 
When nobody replied, he gave them the answer. 
“Running over a pedestrian,” he said. “But does anybody know what my biggest fantasy is about driving a double-decker bus around all day?”
More silence. 
“Running over my mother-in-law.” 
Howls of laughter from the audience filled Abdul with glee. He was only joking, of course. He loved his mother-in-law and would never dream of running her over in his bus. 
Maybe just giving her a little nudge with it would be enough. 
“As you can probably guess, I didn’t invite my mother-in-law here tonight,” Abdul told the crowd as he walked back across the centre of the stage. “But that’s only because she doesn’t think I’m funny. I think that’s a little unfair because I think I am funny, and I am sure I actually made her laugh once before. Although it was hard to tell if she was laughing with all the snakes coming out of her head.”
More laughter followed, and Abdul was pleased his gag about his ‘Medusa’ mother-in-law had gone down well. He was just glad he hadn’t told his wife what he was doing tonight because he surely wouldn’t have dared to make all these jokes if she was in this room now. As far as she knew, Abdul was working late and, while he had never made a habit of lying to his wife before, he had wanted to keep his little jaunt into comedy a secret, at least for the time being. He had no idea how it was going to go and the last thing he had wanted was for his wife to see him be a flop on stage. Yet amazingly, it seemed like his first ever comedy gig was going well and Abdul thought that he would have to tell his wife about what he had done tonight because maybe he would be doing a lot more of it in the future. He would also have to tell all his colleagues at the bus station, because while they had been the ones who had prompted him to do this, he hadn’t actually told them yet that he had gone through with it. But as Abdul stood on the stage, and heard the laughter flowing around the room, he knew they had been right to encourage him to step out from behind the steering wheel of his bus and spread his humour with a greater number of people. 
As Abdul told another joke, this one about the strangest thing he had ever seen during one of his bus routes, a thought occurred to him that he had spent a little time pondering before. It was the thought that maybe he could make enough money at this comedy thing to be able to do it professionally, leaving behind his double-decker bus and seeing more of the country than just the two fixed points on the map of London that he tirelessly drove between. It wasn’t that he hated his job, he actually had learnt to find pleasure in it, but he had always been a dreamer and believed that there was nothing that couldn’t be achieved with a little hard work. While his original dream of being an astronaut hadn’t come to fruition, he had lived his dream of marrying a beautiful woman and having children who he hoped would one day live their own dreams when they were old enough to give them a go. But now that Abdul was in the later stages of his life, not elderly but old enough to know that time flies much quicker than he thought it did when he was a boy, maybe it was time to have a go at one final dream. 
Perhaps this wasn’t just a little comedy gig on Halloween for a couple of hundred people before Abdul went back home to his family and his bus driver’s uniform. Perhaps it was the start of something bigger. Perhaps he was finally going to ascend to the heavens, not in a space shuttle like he had dreamt about as a child, but metaphorically through the rising star of his comedy career. He was making people laugh and he was getting paid for it. This was crazy. But it seemed to be going well and so there was no real reason why he should stop here. 
Unfortunately, he did have to stop in this particular instance because, halfway through a joke about the difference between male and female bus drivers, the fire alarm sounded. The doors at the back of the room were immediately opened and the employees at the club told everybody inside that they had to leave while the issue was investigated. 
Abdul watched as the rows of people who had been enjoying his jokes now stood up and walked out of the room, leaving behind their jackets and their glasses of alcohol, and leaving the comedian up on stage alone. Reluctantly, Abdul put the microphone down and followed the crowds out, passing down the corridor that was adorned with framed photographs of all the comedians who had performed here and had since gone on to greater things. Abdul had already spent time looking at all the photos earlier when he had first arrived at the club and it had seemed unfathomable to think that he could ever get his own picture up on that same wall one day.
But as he left the club and took his place outside on the street with the rest of the patrons who were gathered in the cold night air, Abdul was tapped on the arm by a young woman who seemed tipsy but in awe of his comedic powers.  
“Can I have a photo with you?” the woman asked Abdul, and he nodded before really having time to process the surprise of somebody thinking he was actually famous. 
The woman handed her phone to her friend and then posed beside Abdul as their picture was taken. 
“Thanks,” the woman said, taking back her phone. “You are so funny. I loved the joke about Vauxhall and Chernobyl.”
“Thanks. But it wasn’t a joke,” Abdul replied and that only made the woman laugh again. 
“Well I’ll remember your name, Abdul Kahn, because I have a feeling you will be performing somewhere bigger than this one day,” the woman kindly said to him, studying the photo she had just posed for to make sure it was an acceptable quality. 
“That’s very kind,” Abdul replied. “And what’s your name?” he asked her. 
“I’m Katie, and this is April,” the woman said, pointing to her friend who had taken the picture for them. 
“Well it’s very nice to meet you and I’m glad you liked my jokes. But I have to ask just one thing of you,” Abdul said, suddenly going very serious for a minute. 
“What’s that?” Katie asked as she and April looked at him for the answer. 
“Whatever you do, do not show that photo to my wife!”
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Harry Baxter didn’t mind showing things to people, especially not things that he was proud of. That was why he was currently showing off the signed poster that he had on his bedroom wall to two of his friends from his school football team. The trio had briefly left the party downstairs and gone up to the football-themed bedroom, which Harry had promised his mum that he wouldn’t do, but he just had to show off the autograph that he was so excited about. It was the signature of his favourite West Ham United player and he had got it by waiting outside the training ground a fortnight ago with the poster and a pen. 
“Wow, that’s so cool!” said Billy, who was the goalkeeper for the team that Harry played in. 
“It’s awesome!” confirmed Alfie, the skinny kid who played on the wing in the same team and was probably the best player in the squad, not that Harry liked to admit it. 
“I know, I’m going to keep it forever,” Harry assured them. “Or at least until I’m in the West Ham team myself and then other people will be asking me to sign things for them.”
Harry and his friends chatted excitedly, and very loudly, about the prospect of any one of them making it as a professional footballer, right up until the moment Harry’s mum stuck her head around the bedroom door and caught sight of the three boys who were making all the noise. 
“Harry, what did we say about keeping the party downstairs?” his mum asked him, and the boys instantly went quiet.
“Sorry mum, I was just showing them my poster,” Harry said, quickly heading for the door and letting his friends know that they should follow him unless they wanted to get him in any more trouble. 
The trio quickly passed the parent in the doorway and headed for the staircase that would take them back downstairs to where the rest of their friends were gathered. 
“Everything okay down there?” Harry heard his mum ask him as he was walking down the stairs and he shouted back that it was, because that was the best thing to say to stop her coming down and checking for herself. 
Harry was thrilled that he was getting to have a birthday party and especially that it was in his own house. He was now thirteen and, while he had been given birthday parties before during his childhood, this was definitely the best one so far. There were no adults watching over him and his friends, barring his mum, who was under strict instructions to stay upstairs. There were sugary foods, pizza and fizzy drinks like cola, which he was allowed a lot more of now that he was older. And best of all, there were girls here, which was something Harry had never imagined he would have wanted to say about one of his birthday parties. 
But that had all changed since he had realised that he didn’t mind them as much as he thought he did. 
There were twenty-one people at the party in total, all of them from either Harry’s school class or his football team, including his best friend, Mustaf, who was currently eating another slice of pizza whilst trying to do keepy-ups with a sponge football that had been discovered under the kitchen table. But there was only one person whom Harry had really wanted at his party. It was the girl who was sitting on his sofa alongside her friends, sipping a glass of cola and watching the music video playing on the television in the corner. 
It was Stephanie.
Harry had spent most of his time at the party so far trying to look cool in front of the girl on the sofa, and in his mind, he had been doing a good job of it. He was wearing a new shirt, which he thought made him look smart. He had spent an extra twenty minutes on his hairstyle, which he thought made him look handsome. And he was playing the part of the good host, constantly going around the room with more drinks and snacks for the guests, ensuring that everybody was having the best time possible. 
But the only thing Harry hadn’t done since the party started was actually speak to Stephanie. He hadn’t said a word to her since she had arrived, nor had she said a word to him. That was because they weren’t exactly friends and Stephanie was only at the party because Harry had invited Stephanie’s best friend along, knowing that was the best chance to get the girl of his dreams to come too. Now she was in his house and sitting across the room from him, looking even better than she did at school, and Harry was thrilled that she was here. But he knew that unless he got over his fear of speaking to her then nothing was ever going to happen between them.
And the thought of that was enough to make him want to be sick. 
Walking into the kitchen, Harry saw Mustaf pouring himself another glass of cola whilst chatting away to two girls from Harry’s class. Unlike the host, Mustaf had no problem speaking to the opposite sex and Harry had often found himself feeling jealous at the ease with which his friend could talk to girls, and indeed anyone at all. Harry wasn’t shy and was quite often one of the loudest people on his football team but, for some strange reason, he found himself becoming mute whenever Stephanie was near. It was very annoying, and he didn’t really know what to do about it. 
“Harry boy, great party mate!” said Blake, the star striker who played up front with Harry on the school team. 
“Thanks,” Harry replied. He was enjoying himself but not as much as he would be if only he could talk to the girl in the other room. 
“I might have a party soon,” Blake said, looking around at the busy room and nodding his head as if he had just decided it right there and then. “And I might be able to get us some alcohol for it too.”
“Nice one,” said Mustaf, who could barely handle cola, never mind anything stronger. 
“It’s a shame there isn’t any here, Harry,” Blake said, looking at the host with a mischievous glint in his eye.
“Well, there is but my mum’s upstairs,” Harry replied, hoping that would get him off the hook and explain why his party wasn’t as cool as Blake’s party was apparently going to be. But they were barely teenagers and Harry hadn’t drunk alcohol before, so he was surprised that Blake seemed to be a little experienced with it. 
“So? She doesn’t have a camera down here, does she?” Blake asked, looking around at the other guys for support. “We could have a little drink and no one would know.”
Harry knew there were some bottles of alcohol in the cupboard above the microwave, although he didn’t really know which kind. He wasn’t sure if he should mention it, so looked to his best friend for help. But Mustaf was too busy downing his cola and it surely wouldn’t be a good idea to give him something alcoholic considering how fast he finished his drinks. 
“I don’t know. It’s a bit risky,” Harry said. “I’d never be allowed another party again if she caught us.”
“So let’s make sure she doesn’t catch us then,” Blake replied confidently, as if it was the easiest thing in the world. It probably was to him, but Harry suspected he wouldn’t have been quite so confident if his own mother was in the house with them. 
“I’m not really sure what there is. It’s probably not very nice,” Harry explained, hoping that would be enough to end the conversation. Besides, he really needed to get back into the other room so he could stand around and try and make himself look cool in front of Stephanie. 
“Let’s have a look,” Blake said, finishing his cola and holding his cup out towards Harry for something more interesting to be poured into it. 
Harry looked at Mustaf but his friend was just staring back at him, so he sighed and walked over to the cupboard above the microwave. Opening the door, he looked inside to see several bottles of varying shapes and sizes, all with fancy labels and all holding different coloured liquids. 
Blake was quickly beside him, getting a good look at the stock inside the cupboard, and now Harry was wishing that he hadn’t opened it now. 
“This is good. My dad has the same thing at home,” Blake said, taking out the bottle with the black and white label that was filled with a dark liquid. “It’s strong though. And you need to mix it with something.”
Blake pulled the top off the bottle before Harry could say anything and watched as his guest poured the alcohol into his cup. 
“Get me some cola,” Blake said to Mustaf, who quickly brought over the bottle of fizzy liquid and watched as Blake topped up his drink with it. Then Harry and Mustaf watched as Blake took a deep breath and drank from his cup. 
Doing his best not to screw up his face at the taste, Blake finished his drink and let out a loud burp, which made a few of the other people in the kitchen turn around and look at them. But Harry was just looking at the cup in Blake’s hand. 
It was empty. 
He had drunk the whole thing. 
“Your turn,” Blake said, handing the cup to Harry. 
“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll try one of these other drinks,” Harry said, looking back at the other bottles in the cupboard. 
“No, they’re all sissy drinks. This is the drink for us,” Blake assured him, getting ready to pour more of the alcohol out of the bottle. 
Harry took the cup and watched as Blake filled it, before he quickly added cola, making it impossible for Harry to know exactly how much alcohol was in there now. 
“Maybe just have a sip,” said Mustaf, which Harry appreciated because he knew his friend was just as unsure about all of this as he was. But Blake was having none of it. 
“No, you need to drink all of it to get the full effect. Otherwise it’s not worth it,” Blake advised, as if he was some seasoned drinker and not a thirteen-year-old boy trying to look cool in front of his mates. 
Harry stared at the dark liquid in his cup and thought about just pretending that it was cola. But there was no chance of that as he brought the cup up to his mouth and felt the strong smell of the alcohol burning his nostrils. 
“It smells horrible,” Harry said, lowering the cup again and hoping that Blake would just take it and drink it for him. 
“Don’t worry about the smell. Or the taste. You don’t drink it for any of that. You drink it because it makes you feel good and gives you more confidence,” Blake told him, and Harry’s ears pricked up at that last part. 
More confidence. 
That was exactly what he needed. Maybe if he drank a few cups of this then he would have the confidence to go and speak to Stephanie. Then maybe he could find out if she liked him as much as he liked her. 
“Okay, here goes,” Harry said, ignoring the smell and downing the entire contents of his cup. 
No sooner had he finished then he was bent over double, trying not to be sick. He overheard Blake laughing alongside Mustaf, who was asking him if he was okay. Harry didn’t know the answer to that question but eventually he felt well enough to be able to stand up straight again. 
“It takes a bit of getting used to,” said Blake, who was already pouring himself another cup. 
Harry looked around the room and tried to see if anything was different. He didn’t feel more confident and he certainly didn’t feel like going and talking to Stephanie. Maybe he just needed to drink more, like Blake was doing. 
“I’ll have another one,” Harry said, taking the bottle back from Blake, who had just finished his third cup. 
“Harry, it’s really strong stuff,” Mustaf warned him, but Harry was only thinking about one thing. He was desperate to speak to Stephanie and this seemed like the only thing that was going to give him the courage to do so. 
Pouring his second measure, which seemed a lot bigger than his first, Harry topped it off with cola and then forced himself to drink it, feeling the burning sensation return but doing a better job of not making such a big deal of it this time. As he put the bottle down on the kitchen worktop, Harry’s eyes were watering, and his stomach did not feel good at all. But Blake seemed to be okay and he had drunk more than Harry, so surely there was nothing to worry about. 
“Let’s go back to the party,” Blake decided, walking towards the door that led to where the rest of the guests were hanging out, and Harry and Mustaf followed behind. 
“What did it taste like?” Mustaf asked Harry curiously, but Harry wasn’t able to answer because he was trying to stop the sickly feeling in his stomach from overwhelming him. 
As the three boys walked back into the room with the loud music and the chattering guests, Harry made sure to check on Stephanie, who was still sitting on the sofa surrounded by her friends. As he was looking at her, Stephanie looked up and caught his gaze and Harry suddenly felt as if all the oxygen in the room had been sucked out of the window behind him. 
He wanted to smile. He would have liked to have said something. But all he did was stare back at her hopelessly for a second or two before suddenly feeling something rising up from his stomach. 
Harry knew he was going to be sick but there wasn’t enough time for him to do anything about it. 
In the end, he could only put his hands to his mouth as the vomit erupted from inside him, causing everybody at the party to stop what they were doing and look his way. 
It was embarrassing and Harry felt awful about it because he had ruined his mum’s carpet. 
But that wasn’t the worst part of it. 
The worst part was that Stephanie was still watching him and as Harry ran from the room, covering his mouth and bumping past somebody in a skeleton mask, he was sure that she was one of the people who was laughing at him. 



Diego *
19:11
Diego Olivera glanced at his reflection in the mirror opposite him and saw that his mask was still covering his face. He wasn’t wearing it because it was Halloween but rather because it was a requirement for anybody who wished to be allowed inside this very private and very exclusive event. While the rest of the world waited for this day to come around before they covered themselves in capes and costumes, Diego was no stranger to role play and dress-up. He had already worn this particular mask several times this year and he would hopefully be wearing it at least a couple more times before the year was out. But this wasn’t a cheap, plastic mask that you could find in any fancy-dress shop on the high street. This was a high-end mask that the user only wore when they were attending an event such as this. It was a Venetian Masquerade mask, made from black leather, which covered the top half of his face, only revealing his eyes and his mouth. It was a simple design but Diego preferred it to the other masks on show here, which ranged in colour, material and cost. The important thing was that everybody in here was wearing one, which meant that everybody here was unrecognisable. 
With identities concealed, the guests were now free to roam the party and do whatever they desired. 
Passing by a sleek black bar covered in cocktail glasses and napkins, Diego made his way through the room towards the doorway that he knew would lead him into the raunchier rooms in the venue. This was only the first room after all, where the customers were able to get themselves a drink to alleviate any nerves, before they went on to experience what they had really come here to do. But Diego didn’t need a drink because he wasn’t nervous. He knew exactly where he was going and what he wanted to do, so he left behind the first-timers in the bar and stepped through the red velvet curtain that took him deeper into the club. 
Unlike the atmospheric lighting in the bar, this corridor was dimly lit and only a few faint white bulbs showed the way through here. But Diego marched confidently down the corridor, passing several doorways where several different types of music were playing, until he came to the door at the end. Raising his left hand, which was covered in a red leather glove, Diego knocked three times on the steel door before waiting patiently for it to open. After a moment, the door was unlocked and Diego was face to face with a large shaven-headed man in a black suit and his own mask, a chequered one that looked a little like a chess board. 
The man held out his hand and Diego handed him the ticket that he had collected when he had first arrived at the club five minutes earlier. It was his pass into this section of the venue and had cost Diego an extra £750. But being the seasoned customer that he was, Diego knew that it was money well spent and a small price to pay for him to satisfy the desires that had been building up in his body since his last visit. 
As the man in the doorway checked the ticket, Diego surprised himself by feeling a faint glimmer of guilt for what he was about to do. It wasn’t enough to stop himself going ahead with it, but it was enough to make him realise that his circumstances had changed a little since the last time he was here. On his previous visits to this secretive club built beneath the bright lights of Covent Garden, Diego had been a single man, unencumbered by thoughts and distractions of a girlfriend on the outside. But now he was in a relationship and it meant his mind wasn’t quite as clear as it usually was when he walked through this building. 
He had been romantically involved with Lindsey since he had met her on the Tube back in June and they were now what most people in society would call “an item”. Date nights, couple’s holidays and a lot of “I love you’s” had followed that initial meeting and so, for the first time in his life, Diego was technically a taken man. 
Not that he would let a silly thing like that prevent him frequenting a place like this. 
Smiling at the burly doorman as he passed, Diego took back his ticket and tucked it into the inside pocket of his suit jacket, before continuing on his voyage into the seedier parts of the city. Now he was through the first section, he felt his heart rate increasing as he made his way down another corridor, this one entirely bathed in deep red lighting. Unlike the first area, which was mainly for new customers or the least wealthy clientele, this section was strictly for experienced and high-earning consumers. It hadn’t taken Diego long to make the upgrade between sections and now that he had done it, he couldn’t imagine ever finding satisfaction in the rooms that he had already left behind. Back there, the entertainment consisted of simple things like whips, chains and ‘safe words’, which were the words the customers could use when things got a little too extreme for them. But Diego didn’t even have a safe word because he was yet to find anything in this secretive world of sex games that had even come close to making him want to stop. 
Passing two more doorways, where tortured screams could be heard from within, Diego stopped at the third door and smiled. It was the same smile that he always allowed himself at such a moment, just before he entered the room and left the last semblance of his public self behind. Lindsey had no idea he was here, nor did anybody else in Diego’s social circle. This wasn’t the kind of extra-curricular activity that could be discussed over the dinner table with a partner or during after-work drinks with a colleague. Diego wasn’t merely engaging in a hobby here, like a round of golf or a game of squash. This was a pastime that society had almost removed entirely from existence and it was only secretive places like this that were keeping it going at all. 
Back in previous times, this club was no different to the kinds of places that the Romans, Vikings and Greeks put at the heart of their civilisations. Places where humans could explore their deepest and darkest desires, free from judgement or punishment, and where participants were able to reach a much higher level of happiness and understanding. Modern day society had tried to shy away from expressions of animalistic needs and forced its civilians to suppress their basic human instincts in order to fit in and not draw attention or ridicule. Energetic orgies had been replaced by shameful sex behind bedroom doors and dating apps had replaced real-life interaction, as if human contact was something to be reduced instead of increased. Diego was a victim of this new world, where being seen to be in a relationship was now more vaunted than being a man of many lovers. 
He was only with Lindsey because it improved his standing in the eyes of his employers and therefore increased his chances of becoming a partner at the law firm where he worked. If it was really up to him then he would have remained single forever and he wouldn’t have had to be so secretive with what he did and who he was doing it with. In Diego’s opinion, places like this should be celebrated and stand on every street corner, instead of being admonished and forced underground lest they be discovered by the police and shut down. As it was, Diego was forced to live a double life, appearing as the model lawyer with a beautiful girlfriend above ground, whilst free to be the depraved animal that he really was below it.
Knocking on the door three times, Diego re-adjusted his mask and pushed all final thoughts of the outside world from his mind. He was here to be himself, a novelty that he was unable to experience for most of his day but was now free to do for the next two hours that he had paid for. 
As the door opened and Diego caught sight of the woman inside, a brunette wearing a white cat mask and leather lingerie, he smiled again because for him, this sight was just like coming home. He knew the woman well, having paid for her services three times before, and so he knew exactly what was waiting for him once he stepped inside and she closed the door behind him. He also knew that from this point on, there was to be no speaking between the pair, lest either of them should break character and ruin the illusion for one or both of them. Diego was the citizen and this woman was the ruler and once inside this room, he was in her kingdom, fully giving himself over to whatever she wished to do with him. 
As Diego walked in and heard the lock turning in the door behind him, he looked around at the room where he would be spending the next tantalisingly short two hours. The walls were adorned with a variety of whips, chains and toys, although they were merely for show. None of them would be used because they were all things that were far too tame for either Diego or this woman to derive any pleasure from. But it was the sight of the items on the glass table beside the bed of nails that told Diego that he was in the right place. 
Knives of varying shapes and sizes were laid out, alongside other deadly weapons like swords and spears, but it was the axe that caught Diego’s eye the most. With its head painted black and its handle carved to fit the grooves of the user’s fingers, Diego couldn’t wait to see it inches from his body, in the hands of the woman who was now pointing him towards the harness that was hanging down from the low ceiling. 
Already knowing what to do, Diego took off all his clothes before walking over to the suspended harness in the middle of the room. He slotted his limbs through the various holes in the harness before fastening it tightly around himself and allowing the woman to double-check it for him before they continued. When they were both satisfied that he was secure, the woman walked behind Diego and put her hands on the thick rope that dangled down and was connected to the harness that her customer was now ensnared in. 
Displaying a level of strength that her sinewy frame disguised, the woman pulled on the rope and Diego instantly felt himself being lifted off the ground. Several more tugs followed before Diego was suspended in mid-air and hanging precariously over the large bed of nails that stood in the centre of the room. Looking down at the sharp edges of the nails below him, Diego felt his heart beating hard in his chest at the thought of the harness snapping and plunging his body down to the spiky bed beneath. But he knew this was a necessary thing to go through if he wanted to reach the heightened state of alertness that would result in him getting the most from the multitude of pleasure and pain that was about to be inflicted on him. 
Taking his eyes away from the glinting bed of nails below him, Diego watched as the woman made her way over to the glass table and ran her hand across several of the dangerous items that were laid out before her. Turning around to gauge his reaction, the woman kept moving her hand from item to item, waiting to see the flicker of excitement in Diego’s eyes that would tell her that she had found the right one. 
It didn’t take long for her to get her answer. 
Diego watched as the woman kept her hand on the handle of the black axe, before eventually picking it up and feeling the weight of it in her grip. That had been the item Diego had wanted her to select and she had figured that out without him telling her. That was just one of the many reasons why he had been so happy to spend the extra money to forgo the first section of this club in order to get inside this room instead. 
Slowly walking over to Diego, the sound of her high heels on the concrete floor echoing around the room, the woman brought the head of the axe up towards her prisoner’s bare torso and ran the blade across his stomach. Diego held his breath, not through fear but because the weapon was cold on his skin, before finally exhaling when the woman lowered it and disappeared somewhere behind him. When she returned to his line of sight, Diego saw that she was wearing a different mask, this one a red leather piece with black stitching across the sides. Her lips were red and full, and strands of her dark hair fell in front of the mask as she took a hold of the rope and lowered Diego even closer to the hazardous bed below.   
Diego knew that there was no escape now. He was fully under the control of the woman in the red mask and there was nothing he could do about it but endure whatever punishments she had planned for him. But as he hung there in the harness, his naked body inches from certain death, he smiled again. Because as far as Diego was concerned, he was as far away from the dullness of everyday life as possible. Here, in this basement dungeon deep beneath London, he was finally able to be the man he knew he had always been. 
Depraved. 
Sadistic. 
And single. 



Lindsey *
19:12
Lindsey Beattie wasn’t quite the woman she wanted to be yet but that was okay because she had plenty of time on her side. Still in her early twenties and having finished another busy day at work, she felt relaxed enough to allow herself a night off from the crazy wheel of life and simply relax with her three housemates in front of the TV. The movie they had all agreed on was Scream, which was befitting of the time of year, and while Lindsey had never been a fan of scary movies, she felt happy enough to make an exception this evening. That was because, at this precise moment in time, she was happy and it was nice to enjoy it because she never knew when that feeling might leave her again. 
The reasons for her happiness were numerous, ranging from her enjoyment of her job at a recruitment agency as well as the fact that she felt settled in London since her move to the capital, finally having come to terms with how much everything cost in the city. But the main reason for her happiness was her boyfriend Diego, who had come into her life so unexpectedly not long after her move to London, but was now a vital part of it and the main reason why she couldn’t keep the smile off her face. 
Lindsey’s housemates knew all about Diego of course, having not only met him in person but also been forced to listen to him and their housemate when the couple were alone in Lindsey’s room on several occasions. 
Such were the joys of shared accommodation. 
But tonight, it was just the four housemates who were occupying the sofas of this home and Diego wasn’t here to keep any of them awake with his skills in the bedroom. 
Much to Lindsey’s disappointment. 
She had hoped to spend the evening of Halloween with her boyfriend, having drinks in a bar or even just watching a horror movie together somewhere, but Diego had told her that he had to work late, so he wasn’t able to see her this evening. Lindsey knew how demanding her boyfriend’s job was, so had told him that it was no problem. But, in the end, it had worked out well. That was because she now had time to spend with her housemates, who she definitely didn’t get to see enough of during the usually chaotic weeks that London life entailed. 
It was good to do that because there was nothing worse than not getting on with the people you lived with. 
Fortunately, all of Lindsey’s housemates were easy-going people, so instead of spending Halloween with her hunky boyfriend, Lindsey was happy enough to spend it with them instead. There was Colin, the nineteen-year-old barman who suspiciously had this evening off and might even have lost his job since the last time Lindsey had spoken to him. There was Ariana, the twenty-four-year-old Devon girl who worked in retail and always left several shopping bags full of clothes lying around the place. And finally, there was Norah, the quiet twenty-two-year-old Welsh girl who had moved in just before Lindsey yet had strangely chosen the smallest room in the house. As housemates went, they were fairly typical, all in London to enjoy the city while they were still young and while they figured out what it was that they were going to spend the rest of their lives doing. 
“Hurry up, the film’s starting!” Ariana shouted to Colin, who was still in the kitchen preparing the popcorn. Judging by the burning smell that was wafting through the small home, it wasn’t going too well and that was confirmed a few seconds later, when Colin emerged carrying a large bowl of black popcorn that looked extra crispy instead of extra salty. 
“You really are the worst cook in the world. You can’t even make popcorn,” Ariana told him as he placed the bowl in the centre of the table and slumped onto the sofa beside her. 
Lindsey laughed as she reached over and took a large handful for herself, before picking up the bowl and offering it to Norah, who was sitting on the floor because there wasn’t enough space for all of them on the sofa. Colin, being the ‘gentlemen’ amongst them, had offered to take the floor seat but Norah had declined, saying that she was happy to sit there instead. That was typical Norah, Lindsey had thought. She always seemed to put others ahead of herself, just like when she had moved in and taken the smaller bedroom even when the option of a bigger one was offered to her. She was clearly a lovely girl and Lindsey got on well with her but she couldn’t help thinking that this polite Welsh girl from the Valleys wasn’t quite suited to living in London, where everybody pushed and shoved and seemed to be in a permanent race to outdo their fellow humans. But perhaps she was just trying big city life before she got older and Lindsey couldn’t blame her for that.
The opening sequence of the movie continued to play on the widescreen TV and Lindsey felt her heart rate increasing as she watched the tense events unfold in front of her. As horror movies went, Scream was probably one of the tamer ones that had been made over the years, but this film was still more than enough to put Lindsey on edge and wish her boyfriend was here to protect her. She felt bad that Diego was slaving away under a mountain of legal paperwork at his office instead of enjoying Halloween with her, but that was the price he had to pay if he wanted to become a partner at his firm. Because Diego was almost ten years older than her, Lindsey understood that it was important to have that ambition, even if she was still fairly casual with her own work and was merely doing it because it meant she was able to pay her rent at the end of every month. 
Working in recruitment had been much more fun than she had originally envisioned though, and she particularly enjoyed the boozy staff drinks that occurred every Friday night. She had achieved a lot since she had started working there in June and not just in the eyes of her employers. She had even helped save a woman’s life, spotting her on the bridge outside her office last month and rushing down to help her after she had been pulled back from the ledge by a man who had got there just in time. Lindsey had stayed with the woman until the ambulance had arrived and she felt proud of herself for racing to the scene and offering her help when she could. Just like Norah was proving with her willingness to forgo her own comfort for that of her housemates, Lindsey had proven that she was capable of human kindness in a city where such things seemed to be in short supply. The constant battle that was the London Underground each morning had threatened to make Lindsey lose all compassion for her fellow citizens but what she had done on the bridge that day had proven to her that she hadn’t completely lost it all in a place where many others before her clearly had. 
“Oh my god, why does she keep picking up the phone?” Ariana asked, referring to the female character on the screen who was answering the continued calls of the threatening man trying to get into her home. 
“Because it wouldn’t be much of a film if she didn’t,” Colin said in between a mouthful of burnt popcorn and Lindsey laughed, which alleviated a little of the tension that the unfolding scene had been causing inside her. 
“I know but seriously, if some weirdo was phoning me when I was home alone then I wouldn’t be answering the phone,” Ariana told them, as she squirmed on the sofa at the prospect of what was to come on screen. 
“Are you kidding, you bring home a different weirdo every weekend,” Colin replied, nudging Lindsey and giving her a wink to let his housemate know that he was ready for another round of annoying Ariana. 
“Shut up! I do not!” Ariana said, hitting Colin on the arm and almost causing him to lose the popcorn that was stuffed inside one of his hands. 
“I swear that last guy you brought home is a character in a horror movie somewhere. He had a creepy smile and everything,” Colin continued, and Ariana hit him again, although this time she couldn’t stop herself from laughing too. 
Lindsey was happy to take her eyes off the increasingly troubling events on screen and watch her two housemates play-fighting for a moment, before reaching over and picking up the popcorn bowl that was back on the table. 
“Have some more Norah, you’ve hardly had any,” Lindsey said to the girl on the floor in front of her, but Norah waved her off and didn’t take her eyes from the screen. Unlike the other two girls in the house, Norah didn’t seem to be nervous at all about the impending bloodbath that was about to unfold in front of their eyes. 
“Have you seen this before Norah?” Colin asked her, also picking up on how intently Norah was staring at the screen. 
“Oh yeah, I’ve seen it loads of times. But this opening scene is the best bit,” she replied, without turning round and missing a second of it. “The way he taunts her before eventually killing her, it’s so clever.”
Lindsey shared a nervous glance with her two housemates on the sofa as it seemed that sweet, innocent little Norah wasn’t quite as timid as they had presumed. 
“So, you’re a fan of horror films then?” Colin asked Norah, whilst keeping his eyes on the diminutive woman on the floor in front of him. 
“Oh yeah, I’ve seen them all, even the classics. Halloween. Nightmare on Elm Street. The Exorcist. That’s the best one but the rest of you would be too scared to watch that.”
Lindsey really was surprised by how much Norah seemed to have a liking for all things horror, especially when it had seemed like she wasn’t the type of girl who would say boo to a goose.  
“Oh my god, I am never watching The Exorcist. I can’t think of anything worse,” Lindsey said, getting the shivers just thinking about it. “I wouldn’t sleep for a month if I watched that.”
“Me neither,” Ariana cried, curling herself up on the sofa as if just thinking about the film would unleash a demon upon them all. 
“It’s not even that scary. It’s all about the atmosphere. I love it,” Norah said, jiggling slightly as the masked killer made his first appearance on the screen. 
“Arghhh!” Lindsey cried, turning away from the screen as the villain’s knife slashed perilously close to the hero’s body. “This is horrible!”
“I don’t know why they run. They always get caught,” Norah mused, bobbing her head slightly as she watched the film, as if she was willing the killer to catch up to his victim and murder her before any more time was wasted. 
Terrified screams filled the house as the poor woman on screen desperately fought off her attacker and the stress of it all was getting to be a bit too much for Lindsey. In order to calm her mind a little more as the knife hacked away at the victim’s flesh on screen, Lindsey picked up her mobile phone from the sofa and decided to send Diego a little message. 
“Wish you were here. We are watching Scream and it’s horrible. Need my man to protect me xx.”
She pressed ‘Send’ on the message and then returned her phone to the sofa, just in time to see the victim’s parents return home in the movie, surely too late to save their daughter from the evil man who had been tormenting her. 
“This is the best bit,” Norah said, leaning forward towards the screen as if she didn’t already have a good enough view of the horrors that were about to be shown. 
“I can’t watch!” Ariana cried, covering her eyes with her hands, but Colin just smirked and ate more popcorn beside her. 
Lindsey knew she really shouldn’t watch either because she knew what was coming but couldn’t stop herself from looking anyway, with that morbid curiosity that so many people have when they are confronted with death. 
As the terrified parents screamed on screen, finally the camera showed the thing that was causing them so much distress, and the thing that Norah had excitedly been waiting for throughout the entire opening sequence of the film. 
The victim’s body was hanging from a tree, covered in blood and clearly lifeless. The villain had just made his first kill and there were still many to come before the movie ended. Norah was loving it, while Lindsey, Ariana and even Colin were feeling a little queasy at the sight of the blood-soaked corpse in front of them. 
It was at that exact moment that somebody knocked on the front door of the house, causing Lindsey and Ariana to scream loudly and Colin to lose his grip on the popcorn bowl, which went flying through the air and came crashing down just beside Norah, who found the whole thing absolutely hilarious. 
“Who the hell is at the door?” Lindsey cried, trying to get her breathing back under control after feeling like she had almost vomited up the contents of her stomach. 
“Don’t answer it!” Ariana warned Colin as he got up off the sofa to investigate. “It could be a murderer!”
“It’s not a murderer,” Colin said, walking to the door. “I don’t think they knock before coming in.”
“No, they just phone you and torment you first,” Norah quipped with a wicked smile on her face, clearly using the storyline of the scary movie on screen to make her housemates even more terrified than they already were. 
“Oh my god, get a weapon” Ariana said, pointing towards the kitchen where Lindsey was expected to go and find something that they could defend themselves with. 
But Lindsey wasn’t moving, frozen in place on the sofa and holding her mobile phone in her hand in preparation for calling the police should a masked killer come bursting in the second that the door was opened. 
But there was no masked killer and both Lindsey and Ariana were relieved to see Colin reappear in the room and tell them who it really was that had caused them both to almost jump out of their skin. 
“Just a salesman. I got rid of him. Told him he needed a better mask if he was going to be out making calls on Halloween,” Colin said, laughing at his little comment as he retook his seat on the sofa. 
“Thank god for that,” Lindsey replied, putting down her phone now that she didn’t need to call the police after all. 
As the movie continued on screen, and Norah excitedly bounced around on the carpet in front of her, Lindsey waited for her boyfriend to reply to her message. 
She also thought about how rubbish it must be to work as a door-to-door salesman on Halloween. 



Alex
19:13
Alex Hargreaves stared blankly at the door that had just been slammed shut in front of his face and felt another little part of his soul dying inside him. It wasn’t that it was unusual for a door-to-door salesman to have doors slammed shut in his face, it was just that it was starting to get tiresome. Alex had always prided himself on his confidence and his positivity, but it was impossible for those things not to take a hit when met with so much rejection and disdain.
Turning away from the latest setback, Alex walked away from the house and made his way next door. The routine would be the same as always. He would knock twice, wait patiently, take a breath and then, as the door opened, begin his speal. It was the speech that he had crafted and sharpened over the last several months as he had spent most of that time pounding the pavements and pounding on people’s front doors in a bid to sell them on his employer’s benefits. 
Basically, he was out here tonight to see if his company could save any of these people inside these homes a little bit of money on their electricity rates. He wouldn’t be able to save money for all of them but many of these people were paying more than they needed to for their electricity and it was up to Alex to prove it to them. He had several items at his disposal to help him do that, including a dossier of his employer’s rates and a small tool that he could plug into a socket of a house and record the charge. 
But he felt that he had an even better tool than that to get a sale.
He had himself.  
As any good salesman knows, it isn’t so much about what you are being sold but who is the one trying to sell it to you. While Alex could theoretically be trying to sell all these people on this street the best thing in the world, it wouldn’t be much good if he couldn’t get that message across to them before they shook their heads and slammed the door on him. Sadly, that was most people’s reaction when they opened their front door to find a salesman on their doorstep and it was a difficult job when most people hated salespeople before they had even got to know them. But Alex had been working hard on his craft, and along with his dazzling smile and his slick suit, he had the ‘patter’ required to get his foot in the door. 
Literally. 
Reaching the next house, he cleared his throat before knocking twice and waiting. As he heard somebody approaching the door from inside, Alex took a deep breath and mentally ran through the first line of his pitch. 
Then it was showtime. 
“Good evening, sir. Did you know that most homeowners are paying far too much for their electricity rates and I wouldn’t mind betting that you, sir, are doing the same? Are you a gambling man?”
The homeowner, who had almost been preparing to shut the door as soon as he had seen Alex, was caught off guard by the question.  
“Gambling? Erm, not really, no.”
“Well that’s good because neither am I. I’d lose all my money and then I’d end up having to go door to door selling things to people and I wouldn’t want to do that now, would I?”
The man was slightly disarmed by the attempt at humour and the door was still open, which to Alex was really just one big traffic light displaying one big colour. 
Green. 
“Sir, if you would be so kind as to give me two minutes of your time then I will be able to demonstrate to you how much I might be able to save you on your electricity bills. What do you say? Two minutes for more money in your pocket at the end of the month. How about it?”
The man was thinking about it and Alex knew he was halfway to where he needed to be. But he couldn’t afford to let the man spend too much time making his decision. 
More time for thinking meant more time for saying no.  
“Or I could show you right now? Here is the average electricity bill amount for the houses in this neighbourhood. I wonder if you could take a look and see if this is more or less than what you are paying right now.”  
Alex efficiently flipped open the dossier in his hands and held it out to the homeowner.
“Hang on a minute, I’d better get my glasses,” the man said, disappearing back into the house for a moment, but he left the door open and Alex could feel the warmth emanating from within. 
While it would have been better if he could have got inside the house himself, Alex was prepared to sell what he needed to on the doorstep if necessary. But it was also moments like this, when he was waiting for the homeowner to reappear after going back inside for something, that Alex wished he was the one who owned the house instead of being the one just knocking on the door. 
He was approaching his mid-thirties now and, while he had spent most of the first part of his working life in sales, he was still yet to see any of the riches that such a profession had seemed to promise him. Instead of the sports cars and the million-dollar penthouses that he had dreamt of in his youth, Alex was still driving an old banger that he had been given by his father, and living in a tiny one-bedroom flat that surely no successful salesman would even think about calling home. 
The truth was, as good as he believed himself to be, he didn’t have much to show for his career in sales so far and if he wasn’t careful, he would always be the man on the doorstep instead of the man inside the home.  
“Let’s have a look then,” the homeowner said as he reappeared in his reading glasses. 
Alex held the heavy dossier in one hand as he used the other to point out important segments of information on the piece of paper that the man was now trying to understand. 
“You see here, this shows how much one of our customers is paying per month for their electricity after making the switch over to us. This is one of your neighbours in fact.”
That was a white lie but Alex used it as a tactic because he knew that if the number was lower than what this homeowner was paying, the thought that one of his neighbours was getting a better price than him would increase his chances of agreeing to change electricity provider. 
“So, is it less?” Alex asked, confident that it was. 
“Well, yes, a little, but not much,” the man answered, scanning his eyes over several more lines of numbers but not really knowing what any of them were supposed to represent without Alex’s guidance. 
“There you go then. I told you I could save you money on your electricity bill. Shall we go inside and fill out the paperwork? It will only take a moment and then I’ll be on my way and you will be saving yourself money every month.”
“Well, it is less, like I said. But I’m not sure it’s worth me changing my provider that I’ve been with for over ten years.”
“Of course it is. Money is money, my friend, and wouldn’t you rather have it in your pocket than in the pocket of the man who owns the electricity company?”
“Well, yes I suppose. But I don’t know if it’s worth all the paperwork for the amount of money that it is. It’s really not that much.”
Alex encountered this problem often during his day. It was easy to show somebody that he could save them money, but it wasn’t so easy to convince them to switch energy providers. It seemed many people preferred familiarity and ease over making a saving, and to Alex that seemed crazy. But to the people who owned the homes, all they saw when they looked at Alex was a salesman in a suit asking them to fill in some paperwork, so they were understandably a little cautious. 
But it was Alex’s job to put them at ease. 
“I understand your concern. You are a loyal customer and you don’t wish to be disloyal to the company that has been serving you for so long. But why be loyal to a company that, pardon the term, seems to be ripping you off?”
It was a bold tactic on Alex’s behalf, but he felt it was worth using in the situation. He was so close to a sale; he just knew it. It was time to be bold. It was time to close. 
“Well I’m not sure they are ripping me off,” the man countered, but Alex cut him off before he could say another word in defence of his current supplier. 
“At the end of the day, I’m just trying to save you money. You’re entitled to not do that if you so wish but I just wanted to show you that you could be making more savings with a different company.”
Alex paused for a moment, letting the customer process the words and letting the meaning of them really sink in. What he was basically saying was that it was okay for the customer to ignore the fact that he could be saving money if he wanted to, which was a trick because why would any sane person agree that it was okay to spend more money than they needed to? Alex hoped this particular tactic had paid off as the man went to speak again. 
“I don’t know. I need to speak to my wife before making any decisions like this,” the man finally admitted, but Alex could see that he was getting the customer where he needed him to be. 
“Great. I can come inside and speak to her right now. Like I said, the whole thing will only take two minutes to complete.”
“She’s at work at the moment,” the man replied, shivering in the cold from the evening air that Alex’s call had subjected him to. 
“Okay, well I can come back a little later when she is home. What time is best?” Alex asked, taking out his phone to make a note. 
“Well, I...”
“TRICK OR TREAT!” 
Alex turned around to see two eight-year-olds standing behind him, one dressed as a devil, the other dressed as an angel. They were flanked by two parents and all of them were now looking at the homeowner whom Alex had been trying to close a deal with only a second before. 
“Oh, of course. Just one moment,” the man said, disappearing back into the house for a second time and leaving Alex alone with the costumed children and their grateful guardians. 
“Sorry for interrupting,” one of the parents said to Alex, and the salesman smiled, even though being interrupted was really one of the worst things to happen to someone who had been so close to getting what he wanted, and the juicy commission that came with it. 
The man returned and filled the children’s bags with an alarming amount of chocolate before the trick-or-treaters finally left and Alex was able to go back to where he was before they had cut in. But it was like trying to get his car moving from a standing start. Hard work. 
“I think I’ll discuss this with my wife when she gets home and then we will give your company a call if we decide to go ahead with it,” the homeowner told Alex as he watched the little angel and devil disappearing down the dark street. 
“But I can’t promise you that they will give you the very best rates that I am able to give you right now,” Alex tried, not willing to give up on the extra £100 he would make if he was able to get this customer to sign on the dotted line tonight. 
“I’m sorry but not tonight. Thank you,” the man said, before going to close the door. 
“Wait!” Alex cried, but it was too late. 
The door closed and Alex was left staring at it, just like all the other doors he had seen close in front of his face tonight. 
Forcing his weary body back up the garden path, he thought about going straight to the next house and getting the misery over with, before deciding that he would jump back into his car and get himself warm for a few minutes first. Putting his key into the driver’s side door, Alex unlocked the decrepit vehicle and got inside, before turning on the engine and feeling the heat from its fans warming his freezing bones. Working outdoors wasn’t so bad in the summer but it was truly awful in the winter and dealing with potential frostbite was just one of the many things that Alex had been forced to navigate as his journey as a travelling salesman continued. 
So far, that was seventy homes that he had knocked on this evening and not a single person inside had signed the paperwork that he needed them to. A couple had said they would like him to come back at a more convenient time, which he would endeavour to do, but even those were lukewarm customers at best. What he needed was red-hot, sizzling customers, the kind who could make his sales numbers rise astronomically and see his bank account bulge with all the commissions they generated for him. But the chances of finding those customers here, on little Primrose Avenue in the heart of suburban London, were small. 
Never mind the Wolf of Wall Street, Alex was more like the Mouse of Going Nowhere Street. 
Needing a little inspiration, Alex hit the button for the radio and a song filled the car. It was a familiar one and he had heard it many times over the course of the summer as he had driven around London trying to sell his wares. But the tune was clearly still going strong now as winter set in and Alex wondered what it must be like to be so successful, creating something that seemingly everybody in the world wanted and making its owner wealthy beyond all recognition at the same time. The song was called Demon in the Dark and was sung by Will Robertson and, as Alex sat there in his embarrassing car, trying to warm up before going back out to sell cheaper energy rates, he wished that he could have the life that the singer was living right at this moment in time.
He wished he was living the dream like Will. 
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Will Robertson was living his dream, there was no denying that. International bestselling popstar, writing and performing his own songs and travelling the world in the process. There were definitely worse ways to make a living. And while there was still his medical condition that had taken his eyesight to deal with on a daily basis, it helped that he was able to spend his day surrounded by music, which was really the only thing he had ever needed. 
It was Halloween but, to Will, all that meant was that it was just another night when he had the opportunity to perform his songs. On this particular evening, he was at a venue in West London, where he was one of ten musicians on the bill, who would all be performing tonight as part of a national radio station’s ‘Halloween Big Bash’ live show. Five thousand tickets had been given away to the event by the radio station, all for lucky competition winners, so this meant that it promised to be a very intimate affair and very different to the type of shows Will had been doing lately. It wasn’t so long ago that he had performed at the 02 Arena, the enormous venue on the banks of the Thames, where the screams from the huge crowd combined with the sound from the state-of-the-art sound system on stage had threatened to deafen him with their sheer volume. Tonight wouldn’t quite be as loud as that and, in a way, Will enjoyed these smaller shows more because he felt he could connect to the music and the fans much better than he could when he was drowning in a sea of noise. 
Will was currently backstage, sitting on one of the sofas in the Green Room, waiting for his turn to perform. The show had already begun, and he could hear the bass from the speakers in the building thumping out as well as the chants of the crowd whenever the latest song finished. There were the usual number of butterflies in his stomach that he always had before a gig but they were the helpful kind of nerves and not the kind that could cripple and ruin a performance. Even though Will had only technically been a full-time musician since June, he had barely stopped performing since, so he had already amassed a great deal of experience in his fledging career. 
Which was good because he was going to have to use every ounce of it in a few second’s time...
“That’s bullshit and you know it!” Will heard the man say next to him.
It was the voice of his manager, Andrew Ayata, and, by the sounds of it, the man was taking another important business call. While Will liked to work hard, it was nothing compared to the kind of hours Andrew put in. His manager seemed to always be on his phone and if he wasn’t, then he was talking to Will about ways to get his music out to even more people than were already enjoying it. Then there was the fact that Andrew was always by Will’s side, accompanying him to most of his gigs, even when Will said he didn’t need him to. Will suspected that Andrew felt protective of his young star because of his blindness but Will also knew that Andrew didn’t just see the singer as a vulnerable person but also as his company’s main way of making money. 
That was okay with Will. He knew how the music world worked and Andrew would only be interested in him as long as his songs were making profits. But Andrew had become a good friend too and Will had enjoyed the bond they had formed ever since they had met shortly after his singing had been recorded in the London Underground. 
That was how Will knew that the tone in Andrew’s voice was slightly different to how it usually was. 
Something was wrong.
“I don’t care if their lawyers are looking into it. Guess what, our lawyers are going to do the same!” Andrew shouted before ending the call and muttering something about “charlatans.”
When a few more moments had passed without anymore of Andrew’s expletives filling the room, Will assumed that it was safe to speak and ventured for an explanation from his manager. 
“Everything okay?” Will asked hopefully.
“No, it isn’t,” Andrew replied, and Will felt the sofa move beside him as Andrew stood up. 
“What’s happened?” Will asked, wondering if this was just a problem with Andrew’s other acts or whether this particular problem had anything to do with himself. 
“I’ll tell you what’s happened,” said Andrew, who was now on the other side of the room judging by the sound of his voice in relation to Will. “Somebody is claiming that you stole their song.” 
There was a brief moment of silence between the two men, only interrupted by the screaming of the fans in the building as another song finished on stage. 
“I stole a song? What are you talking about?” Will asked incredulously, standing up from the sofa himself and looking in Andrew’s general direction. 
“Don’t worry about it. We get this every time we have a successful act on our hands. There’s always somebody out there who claims that they thought of a song first. It’s disgusting. They just want money and credit for something that somebody else did.”
Will heard the words that Andrew spoke, and they all seemed perfectly reasonable and the kind of thing that probably did happen all the time in the music industry. Will had even read news articles over the years about people who claimed that somebody else had copied or stolen their song and some of the cases had ended up in court and resulted in musicians paying out damages. But it was different when it was somebody else being accused of copying or stealing. 
Now Will was being accused of it, he didn’t like that at all. 
“What are they saying I did?” Will asked Andrew, fearing the answer even though he felt innocent of any crime. 
“They are saying that you stole some of the lyrics for Demon in the Dark,” Andrew replied in a volume only just audible over the loud music pulsating through the building. 
“What?” Will replied, feeling the blood rushing to his head.
He lowered himself carefully down back to the sofa so he could try and process what he had just heard.  
Demon in the Dark was Will’s most popular song. It was the song that he had been performing that momentous day in the Underground and it was the song that had since gone on to top the music charts in hundreds of countries around the world. It was already the runaway favourite to win the Best Song award at next year’s Brits, the annual show that crowned the biggest and best musical talents to come from the British Isles. But now somebody was saying that he stole the song. 
What did that mean? 
And what would people think of him if this got into the news? 
Never mind losing a Brit Award, he could very well end up losing his entire career. 
“Will, I need to ask something, and I will only ask you it once. I will trust whatever answer you give me, but I have to ask,” Andrew said, his voice coming closer until Will felt the man sitting down on the sofa beside him. 
Will steeled himself, even though he already knew what the question was going to be. 
“Did you copy any lyrics for Demon In The Dark?” 
The question was out there now and Andrew could never take it back. Will felt hurt that his manager even had to ask him, but he also understood that Andrew was just trying to do his job. That was the job of being the head of one of the largest music companies in the world but also the job of being a mentor, father-figure and guardian for his young protégé. But Will didn’t want Andrew to spend one more second thinking that the talented young musician was nothing more than a cheat and a thief. 
“No, of course not,” Will replied defiantly. 
“Thought so, but I had to ask. Okay, I will instruct my lawyers and we will squash these lies before they go any further,” Andrew said, getting back up from the sofa again.
Will heard his manager making another call but Will didn’t have the luxury of a mobile phone to distract him. He was just left alone in darkness to worry about the accusation that had been levelled against him. He could hear the performance on stage still going on and knew that he was also expected to perform this evening but how was he supposed to do that now, with so many worries on his mind? All he could think about were the news reports labelling him a copycat and the cheers from his fans being replaced by boos. If that wasn’t bad enough, he might also have to go to court and take the stand to defend himself. 
Suddenly, Will had gone from living his dream to potentially living his nightmare.
He had lost his eyesight. 
He couldn’t handle losing his career too. 
Will stood up from the sofa again and reached for his cane that he knew was lying nearby. Feeling the stick in his hand, Will began to move through the Green Room towards the exit, using the cane to guide him and alert him to any obstacles in his path. 
“Where are you going?” Will heard Andrew ask him. “You’re on in ten minutes.”
“I need some fresh air,” Will replied, forging on to where he hoped he would find the exit but, in his distracted state of mind, he knew he had already lost his bearings and would struggle to find his way out. Thankfully there was only Will and Andrew in the room right now. It seemed the other artists appearing tonight were either arriving fashionably late or had the power to demand a better and more private room for themselves elsewhere in the venue. Will knew Andrew had tried to get a private room for Will, but the teenage singer had quashed that idea, saying he was happy to mingle with the other acts and didn’t want any kind of special treatment. As it turned out, he had been the only act to have done such a thing. 
“Then I’ll come with you,” Andrew said, and Will felt his manager’s hand taking him by the arm and helping guide him to the door. 
“I can do it myself!” Will cried, pulling his arm from Andrew but almost losing his balance in the process. 
“Don’t be daft, it’s like a maze back here, you’ll never find your way out on your own,” Andrew told him and, even though Will knew his manager meant it in a practical way rather than a judgemental one, he still felt the familiar wave of anger and frustration rising up inside him as it had done before. 
“I CAN DO IT MYSELF!” Will shouted, before quickening his pace and heading to where he thought the door was. Instead, his cane hit a solid wall but, in his haste, Will failed to stop and ended up bumping into it face on.
He gritted his teeth through the pain washing over his face and turned to try again, but Andrew was with him, holding his arm and telling him to sit down. 
“GET OFF ME!” Will shouted.
He tried to push Andrew away, but his manager wasn’t letting go. 
Unable to walk on, and unable to see anything around him, Will did the only thing he felt he was able to do in that moment. 
He let himself drop to the floor, falling at Andrew’s feet and losing his grip on his cane in the process. 
Overwhelmed by his emotions, Will felt the tears flowing down his cheeks and he struggled to catch his breath between the deep and hearty sobbing that he was unable to control. 
“Will, what’s the matter?” he heard Andrew ask him and he sensed that his manager was now kneeling beside him on the floor, probably panicking about the apparent breakdown and wondering if Will was going to be able to perform tonight. 
But right now, performing was the last thing on Will’s mind. He wasn’t even worrying about the accusation of stealing that had just been levelled at him. All he was worried about was his state of mind.
It had become increasingly fragile over the last few weeks. 
While Will’s mood had been dangerously low in the initial period after his diagnosis, when he was first told that it was highly unlikely that he would ever regain his eyesight, he had eventually been able to find the strength to face each new day with purpose and action. That determination had no doubt been aided by his sudden and fast ascent to the top of the music world, making it a little easier to deal with his condition when he was able to play music every day for a living instead of just sitting in his bedroom and dreaming about it. But even though the last few months had been a whirlwind of live performances, sold-out arenas and screaming fans, Will was again beginning to struggle with the fact that he was trapped in a permanent state of darkness. 
He was travelling the world, but he wasn’t able to see any of the places and he was bringing joy to so many people, yet he wasn’t able to see the smiles on their faces. 
It wasn’t just the spoils of his music career that he was missing out on either. He was now in a relationship with his childhood best friend and the girl next door, Chantelle, and, while things were going great between them, it was eating away at him that he wouldn’t be able to see her face ever again. The truth was, when things were going well, like they had been doing with his music career, then Will was able to push away the dark and negative thoughts and keep smiling. But whenever something bad entered his world, like the information that somebody was accusing him of stealing lyrics, then his positive façade slipped and he broke down. It was happening now in this backstage room and it had happened several other times recently. Just last week, there had been a small argument with Chantelle and, while it was over quickly and wasn’t serious, Will had found himself feeling dangerously low for the rest of that day. He hated the fact that he couldn’t see anything and while it wasn’t so much a problem when things were going well, it was a major issue for him when things were going wrong. 
As Andrew helped him back onto the sofa, Will cursed the fact that he needed somebody looking out for him all the time. If it wasn’t Andrew, then it was Chantelle, and if it wasn’t Chantelle then it was his mother, Ruth. He had spent his whole life dreaming of becoming a famous music star but now that he had achieved that, he felt as though he could happily trade it all away just to be able to see the faces of his loved ones again and be able to do things on his own. He knew the feeling would pass and that soon he would be taking to the stage to sing, but for now, Will remained still on the sofa and tried to fight back the tears that he had been so successfully holding in up to this point. 
He hoped that he would feel better tomorrow. But he was also aware that he could end up feeling worse. Maybe it was time to take a break from the crazy ride he had been on for the last few months and focus on his mental health. 
Maybe it was time to go home and see his mum. 
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Ruth Robertson wasn’t used to relaxing at home. She had worked all her life and, even when she had free time, then she had always found herself with something else to do to keep her busy. Whether it was raising her son Will, completing her long shifts as an office cleaner or just tidying up in the kitchen at home, there was always a job to be done and Ruth had always been willing to do it. 
But now there weren’t so many jobs to do. 
That was because Will had become a massive music star and had given her the money that meant she had been able to quit her job as a cleaner and have more time for herself. While she had been against the idea of giving up her job initially, the prospect of it had eventually seen her give in to Will’s requests and resign last month, so now Ruth found herself with a lot more time on her hands. 
Pouring the hot water from the kettle into the mug, Ruth finished making her cup of tea then carried her hot drink into the living room where the television was on and playing loudly. The pictures on screen showed a music concert, where a female singer was strutting across the stage, while several semi-naked backing dancers gyrated on the floor behind her. It was a typical pop performance and, while Ruth didn’t actually mind the song that was filling her home, she was really watching because of who the next act was. 
Will was due to perform at this ‘Halloween Big Bash’ next and so Ruth, as always, was making sure that she had the best seat in the house to watch her boy sing. Sinking down into her sofa and careful not to spill a drop of her tea, Ruth reclined and felt the usual feelings of nerves and anticipation washing over her that she always got just before Will was due to go on stage. But she was also enjoying the fact that she wasn’t utterly exhausted from a long day at work, nor was she required to get up early tomorrow and slave away for another long day. Thanks to her son and the fortune he was making in his music career, she was now retired at the grand old age of forty-eight. 
While she still kept herself busy helping sort through Will’s fan mail, it was nothing compared to the kind of work that had made up most of her life so far. She was used to scrubbing desks, worktops and toilets in offices all over London and it was as tedious, tiring and low-paid as it sounded. But now she was free of that and able to have more time to enjoy her own life, as well as the life of her son who was living his dream of being a bona fide music superstar. 
Taking a sip of her tea, Ruth lowered the volume on the television slightly, worried that it might be a little too loud for her neighbours on the other side of the wall. Such was life in a terraced home where every single noise seemed to be heard through the walls on both sides of the house. If it wasn’t the sound of a television then it was the sound of a hoover, a washing machine or even a conversation filtering through from next door. But Ruth had lived here long enough, and she had got used to the sounds of her neighbours, just like they had surely got used to hers. That was why she had declined Will’s offer of a new house, saying that she preferred to stay here rather than move out to some unfamiliar home in the country where the nearest neighbour was a five-minute car journey away. 
This house, 47 Grange Avenue, was full of memories and history and that meant much more to her than any extra bedrooms and a bit of peace and quiet ever would. 
Ruth was enjoying the performance on the television and counting down the minutes until Will was on stage, when there was suddenly a knock at her front door. Putting her cup of tea down on a tablemat, Ruth headed towards the front door, picking up the bowl of packaged sweets as she went. Much of her evening so far had been spent trotting to and from the doorway, handing out the sweets to the trick-or-treaters who had come calling at her home, and there was no sign that it was going to end anytime soon. But Ruth didn’t mind because she knew that Halloween wasn’t for adults like her but for children like the ones who were waiting patiently on the other side of her front door and hoping that they were about to be given a handful of something sugary.  
Opening the door, Ruth was met by the sight of a small girl wearing a pumpkin costume and smiled as the girl shyly said “trick or treat.”
“So adorable,” Ruth said to the girl’s mother as she handed the child a packet of sweets and watched the little pumpkin turn and waddle away towards the next house. 
Closing the front door, Ruth shivered a little from the exposure to the chilly October night, then headed back inside her living room, to where the warmth of the radiator and the sounds of the music from the television were waiting. 
As she picked up her cup of tea again and felt the heat from the mug warming her hands, Ruth thought about her best friend at work, who unfortunately would still be required to report for cleaning duties tomorrow. Her name was Miriam and she had worked alongside Ruth for the last thirteen years as they had cleaned up after the office workers of London. While Ruth was now free from the tedium of a full-time cleaning job, Miriam was still working for the same company, cleaning the same offices and no doubt suffering from the same aches and pains that had bothered Ruth throughout most of her working life. Just from checking the time on the clock on the mantelpiece, Ruth knew that Miriam would be at the tall investment office in Canary Wharf right now, hoovering the carpets and washing the dirty plates of all the wealthy investment bankers who had finished for the day and gone home to their spacious living quarters somewhere in an exclusive part of the city. 
Ruth missed her friend and the hilarious gossiping that she always did throughout their shifts together and she also felt a little bad about leaving Miriam behind while she was now enjoying a life of comfort. Of course, there had been some other poor soul ready and available to take Ruth’s job as soon as she had left it so it wasn’t as if Miriam had been left with any extra work to take care of after her friend’s departure. But Ruth felt a little guilty about her days now being so free and easy while Miriam’s were presumably still as full-on and tiresome as always. Picking up her phone, Ruth sent a text message to her friend, asking how she was and inviting her round for a meal and drinks sometime over the coming week. It would be nice to see Miriam and keep in contact with her, partly to show that Ruth wasn’t the kind of person who was going to change now that she was the mother of an international pop star. 
As the musician on stage finished her song and walked off to the adulation of the crowd in the venue, Ruth allowed herself to turn up the volume on the television once more. That was because her son was due onto that stage next and there was no way she was going to keep the volume low for that. She doubted her neighbours would mind too much now that they were able to tell all their family and friends that they lived next door to the house where Will Robertson had grown up. And she knew one neighbour who certainly wouldn’t mind the noise. That was Chantelle, the girl who lived on one side of this terraced house and was now Will’s girlfriend. Ruth hadn’t seen Chantelle for a few days but had seen the girl’s parents and they had talked about how happy their daughter was now that things had been made official with Ruth’s son. It was a classic love story, the boy and girl who had grown up living next door to each other and been best friends for years before finally admitting to their true feelings and becoming an item. Of course, Ruth and Chantelle’s parents had seen the potential for love between their children and were surprised how long it had taken the pair of them to tell each other how they felt but, now it was out in the open, both households were a lot happier. 
She would never admit this to her son, but Ruth had already been talking about the possibility of a wedding to plan for in a few years’ time and Chantelle’s mother had been just as excited at the prospect of it all too. Ruth knew her son had been through more than his fair share of bad luck and tragedy in his life, growing up without a father and now bravely living with blindness, and she was just pleased that he was now experiencing so much happiness. Will had always been the most important thing in Ruth’s life ever since she had given birth to him and, regardless of his success in the music world and what that might lead to for him, she was just glad that he was in a stable relationship with a girl who adored him. Chantelle could never be accused of being with him just because of his newfound wealth and fame. 
Seeing her son turn out as well as he had done was a relief to Ruth, as well as confirmation to her that she wasn’t such a bad parent after all and was capable of caring for a child even after what she had done in her past. 
Losing herself to a daydream as the advertisements played on the television screen in front of her, Ruth thought about the daughter she had given up ten years before Will was born. Back then, when Ruth was twenty-one, she had been fighting a losing battle with alcohol and so had been in no state to even hold her child, let alone raise her in the right way. Therefore, she had lost her daughter to foster care, her actions denying her of a child and eventually denying Will of a sister. She had managed to get her life back on track by the time she was thirty and so, when she had become a parent for a second time with the arrival of a beautiful baby boy, she had been better prepared to fulfil her duties as a caring mother. But she had never spoken of her daughter to Will and to this day he was still oblivious to the fact that he had a sibling out there somewhere in the world right now. 
Ruth had tried to track down her daughter when Will was younger but had no success, being told that she would only be able to reconnect with her daughter if the daughter were to come looking for her. So far that hadn’t happened, and Ruth couldn’t blame her, because what kind of person would be able to forgive their mother for giving them up because they chose alcohol over parenthood? Ruth had even been too drunk to consider giving her baby daughter a name and, no sooner was the birth out of the way, Ruth had been reunited with the bottle and it was a relationship that hadn’t stopped until long after her child had been removed from her care. 
Now all that Ruth had to remember her daughter by was a single photo of the baby in her dressing table drawer upstairs. The photo had been taken in the hospital shortly after the birth and Ruth had been pictured holding her baby by somebody who presumably had worked in the hospital at the time. Ruth looked terrible in the picture and it wasn’t clear if it was down to the immediate after-effects of childbirth or if she had just been suffering another hangover at the time. But the baby had looked beautiful, even if it had taken Ruth several years to actually notice that. 
It had been a miracle that Ruth had managed to hang on to the photo for so long throughout her wasted years as an alcoholic, but somehow it had always been with her. Now it was kept inside the jewellery box in the dressing table drawer, only coming out whenever Ruth was feeling particularly guilty or when it was the birthday of the lost child, which fell on Christmas Eve. 
Ruth knew that unless the daughter came looking for her then Will would never know what his mother had done and it seemed that now, as Ruth was approaching the milestone of fifty in a couple of years, the chances of being reunited with her first child were becoming more and more slim. But that was the cross that Ruth had to bear for her past and bear it she would. She had punished herself enough over the years and knew that it wasn’t possible to go back and change the course of history no matter how much she thought about it when it crossed her mind each and every day. All she could do now was be the best mother in the world to Will. 
That was all she could be and all she deserved to be. 
As the advertisements ended and the stage reappeared on screen, Ruth prepared for the sight of her son walking out at any moment. She was not going to miss a second of this performance if she could help it. 
Unfortunately for her, there was somebody on their way to her home right now who was going to cause her to miss a lot more than just the next few songs. 



Valentin *
19:16
Valentin Morozov couldn’t think of a better night of the year to claim the life of his third victim. Halloween, the night when evil is celebrated, and when masks are seen as amusing rather than sinister. Valentin was wearing his mask right now, as he walked down the streets lined with terraced houses, on his way to partake in his own twisted game of trick-or-treat. 
The mask he had selected for this special occasion was one he had found in a fancy dress store in Central London, after he had chosen to buy it in person rather than online, where an electronic paper trail could lead right back to him should somebody report seeing the mask at the scene of the crime tonight. It was a white mask and looked like the one the title character wore in The Phantom of the Opera, which happened to be Valentin’s favourite theatre show. However, this mask covered the whole face and not just half as it did in the stage shows and films. There were some things that the Phantom could get away with that even Valentin couldn’t, and showing half of his face was one of them. 
Not when he was on his way to kill somebody. 
Walking slowly down the street, carefully checking the numbers on the front of the houses he passed, Valentin felt emboldened by the presence of the mask over his face. Normally, the sight of a tall man in a mask on a dark street would have resulted in phone calls to the police. But not tonight. Not when millions of other people around the country were also wearing masks and roaming the streets to show them off. He had already passed several people on his way here tonight and they too had their identities concealed by pieces of plastic over their faces. Nobody suspected Valentin of any illegal acts to come because he simply looked like a man getting into character at Halloween, rather than a man who had already killed two people and was on his way to kill the third. 
Tonight would be the night when Valentin would make it a hat-trick of kills and go further towards achieving his goal of becoming one of London’s most feared and notorious serial killers. After the office worker from his train in June and the homeless woman in Canary Wharf in September, Valentin was ready to move onto the third victim. 
The woman who cleaned his office. 
Her name was Ruth and she had been in Valentin’s life ever since she had approached his desk wearing her cleaner’s uniform and asked him if he was finished with his cup of coffee. She was middle-aged and a hard worker, but she had caught Valentin’s ire after interrupting him on a business call one day as he had sat at his desk and tried to close an important deal. The sight of Ruth swanning around the investment office in Canary Wharf where Valentin made his fortune each day had eventually riled him enough to make him consider adding her to his list of victims. 
But then the unexpected had happened. 
Ruth had suddenly left her cleaning job and been replaced by another woman and it had seemed like she had therefore escaped the gruesome fate that he had carefully been planning for her. But Valentin could not let her get away so easily and so he had used his considerable knowledge and ‘people skills’ to track down the cleaner and that was why he was now here, on an East London street, scanning the door numbers and looking for the one that housed Ruth. 
It had been surprisingly easy to track her down. Having known Ruth’s name from the badge that she had worn on her cleaning uniform, as well as the name of the company that she had been employed by, all Valentin had to do then was call the company and say that he had found something that belonged to her. He decided to use the name badge as that imaginary item and after pretending he had found it on the street, phoned the manager of the company and asked how best to return it to her. The manager had informed him that Ruth had left the company and therefore there was no need to return the badge but Valentin had insisted and said that he hated to hold onto something that belonged to somebody else, even if they didn’t need it anymore. The manager had seemingly been disgruntled at the sudden resignation of Ruth and so happily gave out her home address, which was surely against company policy but was music to the ears of the criminal who had been seeking it. With the address, all that had been left for Valentin to do was make a visit to the property to figure out if Ruth lived alone and, if so, the best way to get inside the house with her. 
Valentin had visited this same street a week earlier and found the house, watching from a distance as he saw Ruth lock her front door and leave. Then he had approached her, with a clipboard in hand, and told her that he was doing a survey in the neighbourhood for the council to accurately gauge the number of people living in the neighbourhood. Using his charm and a fake council badge that he had printed off online, Valentin had been able to get Ruth to tell him that she lived with her son, although he was rarely home anymore because he had become a big music star. She seemed rather proud about that fact and had gone on to tell Valentin all about her boy called Will. Valentin had simply forced a smile on his face as he listened, while secretly fantasising about how he was going to take the life from this innocent woman’s body. Finally, when Ruth had finished telling him about the popstar sensation whom she had birthed, he had thanked her and gone on his way, whilst looking forward to the night when he would return and see her again. 
Now that night was here, and Valentin had chosen this one especially for two reasons. One, it was Halloween and so he could walk around in a mask and nobody would challenge him. And two, having got the name from Ruth, he knew that her famous son was performing across London tonight, which meant that there was no chance that he would be home and therefore able to save his mother’s life when the masked man came calling. It had taken some work on Valentin’s part but now he had all the information that he needed, there was nothing standing in the way of his next kill. 
Unless he was unable to find the door number.
When he had visited this street last week, there had still been a little sunlight overhead and so it had been easier to find. But he was later in the day this week and so now he was trying to figure out which house he needed amongst the long row of houses that all looked exactly the same. But it was no bother. It was just another step on his journey and since he had started committing his crimes, Valentin had learnt to enjoy the process just as much as he enjoyed the final result. Calling the cleaning company to get Ruth’s address, as well as posing as a survey worker for the council, was all part of the crime and Valentin had been surprised to discover that he got a thrill from those things almost as much as he did when he wrapped his hands around a victim’s neck or plunged a knife into their midriff. Then there was the progress he was making with the actual killings themselves, learning as he went how to make it less likely that he would be caught or seen.  
Unlike with his first victim, the auburn-haired girl called Olivia who used to board his train every morning, Valentin was being clever and controlled now. He killed Olivia by following her home and strangling her but looking back on it, he knew that he had been reckless and taken a huge chance that there had been nobody else in the flat with her that day who could have caught him. And unlike his second victim, the homeless woman who used to sit outside his train station every day, Valentin was being more secretive and discreet this time and not taking the victim back to his own home to commit his deadly deeds. He was getting better at what he did and that was important because with every killing he made, the more chance there was that somebody would be looking for him. 
Valentin made sure to pore over the tabloids and online news articles each day, looking for any reporting of his crimes to check if there were any leads that might be pointing the investigating officers in his direction. So far, it seemed there had been none and that was good because Valentin hoped it would be a long time yet before he was stopped in his tracks. He aspired to become a legendary serial killer whose story would be told in several podcasts and documentaries, so it wouldn’t do his cause much good if he was stopped before he had even made it to double figures. 
But there were no signs that he would be stopped anytime soon. That was because he had disposed of the bodies of his two victims in the Thames, meaning the police didn’t even know that they were dealing with a murderer yet. Olivia was classified as missing and, while there were a few articles about her in the local newspapers every now and again, none of them referred to the discovery of her body, which was still resting at the bottom of the murky river. And as for the homeless woman, nobody had known her and so nobody was looking for her, which meant he had got away with that crime scot-free too, just as he had expected. No bodies meant no murder investigations, so as it stood, Valentin was running riot across the streets of London and not a single soul was out there trying to stop him. 
But all of that would start to change after tonight. 
Because tonight he would be leaving a body for the police to find...
Glancing to his left, he saw that he was passing house number 43, so he knew he was almost where he needed to be. Across the road, a young girl dressed as a pumpkin walked with her parents, but none of them paid Valentin any attention as he walked down the street wearing his creepy mask in the dark. In a way, Valentin wished it was Halloween every day, because he would get to be somewhat more brazen with his crimes if he was disguised, but alas it was not,  so he would just have to ensure that he made the most of the occasion this evening. 
Passing number 45, Valentin slowed a little and tried to control the beating in his chest, which was growing quicker now that he was almost at the house where he needed to be. It wouldn’t do him good to get overexcited now, just as he was reaching the point that would require maximum calmness and concentration. 
He stopped walking and stared at the terraced house in front of him. 
He was here. 
Number 47 Grange Avenue. 
Valentin glanced down the quiet street and saw that the pumpkin girl and her parents were a good distance away from him now. Waiting just a few more seconds for them to disappear around the corner, Valentin then marched forward towards the front door of the house he had been so looking forward to reaching. 
Without wasting any time, Valentin knocked three times, careful not to do so in too loud a manner in case it should draw the attention of the next-door neighbours. His face was concealed, so it wouldn’t be a disaster if he was seen by any ‘curtain-twitching’ residents, but he would still prefer it if nobody saw that he was about to enter this home.
The lights were on inside the house and he could hear the sound of pop music coming from the television within, so Valentin knew that Ruth was home and would be answering her door to him soon enough. 
Just as he thought, he caught a glimpse of the homeowner through the frosted glass of the front door a few seconds later, as the woman made her way towards him. Valentin relaxed his shoulders and prepared to deliver the harmless line that so many other people were delivering from behind their masks on this particular evening. 
The door was unlocked and opened and now Valentin was staring through the eyes of his white mask, straight into the face of his next victim, Ruth Robertson. 
“Trick or treat,” Valentin said calmly, not moving a single muscle in his body beside his eyes, which he used to look the feeble woman up and down. 
Ruth offered a faint smile but did seem a little perturbed by the size of the man on her doorstep, who was obviously a lot bigger and older than the other people who had been calling at her house tonight. But despite his intimidating presence, Ruth was still happy to offer him something from the bowl of sweets and Valentin’s lips curled into a smile behind his sinister mask as she did. 
But instead of reaching out and taking a sweet, Valentin stepped forward and pushed Ruth back into the house. Closing the door behind her, he stifled the frightened woman’s screams with one of his gloved hands. He was wary about the neighbours hearing her but the music from the television in the front room was loud enough to drown out any noise that Ruth was making as he wrestled her to the ground and took the knife from his suit pocket. 
The singing seemed to get louder as Valentin plunged the knife into the woman’s neck, although he thought this might have just been his imagination due to how much adrenaline was coursing through his body as he worked. 
It was only after he had finished killing her that he realised that the music on the television belonged to the son of the woman that he had just slain. 
She died with the sound of her son’s voice in her ears, Valentin thought, as he stepped away from the body and looked down upon his latest work. 
What a lovely way to go for victim number three.  



Eve
19:17
Eve Harringay still believed her granddaughter Olivia was alive and well, despite it now being over four months since her disappearance. So far, the police had failed to find any sign of Olivia since she had been reported missing and, while that was a concern, it also gave hope to Eve that her granddaughter was still okay. As long as there was no body then there was hope and that was the feeling that Eve was clinging to as she sat in the police station in London and waited for an officer to update her on the case.
Barely a day had gone by since Eve had learnt that Olivia was missing without the elderly woman calling this station and asking for an update on the investigation. But there hadn’t been much in the way of progress, so Eve had decided that she would visit the station in person to see if that would help speed up the process any further. But even that had seemed to make no difference because Eve had now been waiting two hours to speak to somebody other than the clueless man behind the counter who had registered her arrival. 
As a woman of eighty, it wasn’t ideal for Eve to be sitting here in an uncomfortable chair on a freezing cold October evening. She should be at home on her comfortable sofa and warmed by the flames from her fire. But she was prepared to leave her home and brave the elements in order to get some answers, which had been in very short supply since that fateful day in June when Eve had learnt that her granddaughter was missing. 
The last date that Olivia had officially been seen was the tenth of June, after she had left her place of work and made her way to her flat in Greenwich. The last recorded sighting of the young woman with auburn hair was just before 7pm as she walked along the banks of the Thames in the direction of the flat but, since then, the woman had not been heard from. It was unclear if she had even made it back home that night or if she had encountered anybody else along the way. 
All anybody seemed to know was that she had vanished and now remained unfound. 
It was Olivia’s work colleague who was the one to alert Eve about her granddaughter’s disappearance. The HR Manager at the music magazine where Olivia was employed had phoned Eve to ask if she was able to shed some light on why the young woman hadn’t been at the office for the past couple of days. As the nominated contact in Olivia’s employee file, Eve was now being told that her granddaughter was absent without reason and was asked if she knew why this was. Unfortunately, it was the first that Eve had heard about it and, while she hadn’t been hugely concerned at the time, she did know it was a little strange considering how much Olivia loved her job at the magazine and would surely not have missed work for no reason. 
After thanking the HR Manager for the information, Eve had tried to phone her granddaughter’s mobile but only got the voicemail. When the messages she left went unanswered for another couple of hours then Eve had made the decision to take the train into London and visit the Greenwich flat where Olivia lived. But upon arrival at the flat, there was no answer from inside and that was when Eve had been concerned enough to contact the police. 
Trying to keep her composure, Eve had explained to the attending officers that her granddaughter was missing and that she was failing to answer her door or her phone. While the policemen hadn’t seemed too concerned about a young woman going off the radar for only a couple of days in London, they had agreed to enter Olivia’s flat with Eve’s permission, which she quickly gave them. Upon entering the flat, there was no sign of the young woman who lived at the address, nor was there any evidence of her having packed her belongings and moved out. That only made Eve worry more because if she hadn’t left then where was she and why had she stopped going to work? 
The police asked for a photo of the missing woman, as well as for details of friends and work colleagues, promising to get back to Eve as soon as they had something. But, four months on, and they still had nothing, which was why Eve was taking matters into her own hands and visiting the police station now. 
Letting out a loud sigh again at the uniformed man behind the counter, Eve shook her head and wondered how much longer she was going to have to wait to be seen. She had presented at the station with all the urgency of a worried grandmother who wanted to know why her family member had been missing for so long, yet nobody else in here seemed to have that same sense of urgency. Eve had already decided that the man behind the counter was useless, but nor was she getting any help from the dozens of police officers who passed through the waiting room on their way in and out of the station. It almost felt as if Eve was inconveniencing them with a trivial matter and not something as serious as a missing person who could be in all sorts of trouble right now. But Eve wasn’t going to leave until she had some answers and she was prepared to wait all night if that was how long it was going to take. But fortunately, the sight of the smiling policeman walking towards her carrying a file of paperwork told her that her long wait to be seen was finally coming to an end. 
“Good evening. I’m Officer Casey. I’m sorry for your long wait,” the young man said to Eve, as he offered her his free hand to shake. 
But Eve was in no mood for pleasantries. 
“Can you tell me what is happening with my granddaughter or are you just going to palm me off to somebody else?” Eve asked, taking out her four months of frustration on the poor man in front of her. 
“Again, I can only apologise for your wait this evening. But if you would like to follow me this way, we can discuss the matter further through here.”
The polite policeman pointed to the door to his left and waited for Eve to stand up and follow him. The old woman sighed loudly again and stood up, her nimbleness defying her age and serving as a reminder to Officer Casey that she wasn’t just a frail pensioner who could be soothed with a charming smile and the offer of a cup of tea. 
As they made their way deeper into the station, Eve felt as if she was in one of the drama serials that she loved to watch on television. Several police officers passed her by in the corridor, along with even more people in plain clothes, most of whom were clutching files and folders while looking tired and stressed. There were several doors leading off from the corridor, and most of them were open but a few were closed, leaving Eve to wonder if the rooms they led to were currently housing dangerous suspects who were being questioned about serious crimes. It would have all been very exciting if Eve had been here for a trivial matter like a neighbourly dispute over parking spaces or to pass on some basic information about a spate of burglaries in her area. But as it was, Eve was here to find out if her granddaughter was still alive or not, so there were no thrills to be taken by being in such an unusual environment. 
“Just in here,” Officer Casey told Eve, beckoning towards the open doorway on his right. 
Eve followed him inside and made her way over to the table and chairs in the middle of the room as the policeman closed the door behind her. 
“Please, take a seat,” the uniformed man told her and Eve did as she was instructed, settling her old body into a chair that was only slightly more comfortable than the one she had just vacated in the waiting room a moment earlier. 
“Can I get you a drink before we start?” the policeman asked, but Eve shook her head and allowed her body language to make it clear that the only thing she wanted to do next was discuss her granddaughter’s disappearance. 
Officer Casey took the hint and quickly took his seat at the table opposite Eve, before opening the file in front of him and casting his eyes over the paperwork inside. 
“Okay, so you are here about your granddaughter Olivia, is that right?” the policeman asked as he kept his eyes on the notes in front of him. 
“Yes, she has been missing now for over four months and I still haven’t been told anything about where she might be or what might have happened to her,” Eve said, her voice stressing how emotionally fraught those last few months had been for her. 
“I understand your concern, but I just need to run over a couple of things with you first. Can you confirm you are Olivia’s legal guardian and the person who filed the missing person’s report?”
Eve confirmed that she was the guardian and that she had filed the report. After the death of Olivia’s parents, Olivia had used her grandmother’s name as the first contact in the event of an emergency. Eve had lost her daughter to cancer, as well as her son-in-law to a stroke almost two years earlier, and it had been sobering to think that she was now one of the few people in the world responsible for the young woman. But Eve had always been close to her granddaughter and they had helped each other through the painful time of losing their loved ones, keeping in touch with regular text messages and video calls. Olivia also made the effort to leave London and visit Eve at her home one Sunday every month, where they would enjoy a roast dinner and a good catch-up. Eve always appreciated that because she knew her granddaughter probably had a million other more exciting things that she could have been doing rather than sitting with an elderly relative on a Sunday afternoon. But now Olivia was missing and those pleasant Sunday lunches hadn’t happened for a long time. Perhaps they would never happen again. Eve needed to know the truth about where her granddaughter was, and she needed to know right now. 
“Please. Just tell me what happened to her,” Eve said to the policeman, her resilience lessening in the serious setting of the police interview room with the file containing Olivia’s photo open on the table in front of her. 
“Well as you know, we have contacted anybody who may have been in touch with her since then, as well as gone through CCTV footage in the last known areas where she was. But unfortunately, nobody has claimed to have seen or heard from her since her disappearance in June, nor can we locate her on any CCTV recordings in the area.”
“Yes, I know all of that. What I want to know is what happens next. Because she has to be somewhere, she can’t have just vanished.”
The policeman sighed and turned another page in his folder, perhaps hoping that the answer to the story of the mystery woman would be waiting for him over there. But it obviously wasn’t. 
“Is she dead?” Eve asked, putting out the question that she had really come here to ask. “Just tell me, I need to know.”
The policeman looked up from the file at the woman opposite him and it was clear he was sympathetic to her plight. But he could only work with the information available to him at the time. 
“There has been no discovery of a body, nor anything that would suggest that Olivia came to any harm in the time just before her disappearance,” the policeman said calmly. “That is a good thing and so we are working on the belief that Olivia is still alive and well somewhere.”
“But she didn’t take any of her things. And her bank account hasn’t been accessed since that day. So if she is alive, what the hell is she doing?” Eve demanded to know, her anger now overtaking her nervousness again. 
“That is what we are trying to find out. But you have to understand that we are doing our best and can only work with the information we have been given. Without the discovery of more evidence, then it is going to be difficult to ascertain Olivia’s whereabouts at this exact time.”  
“Do you have any leads at all?” Eve asked, praying that there was something she could pin her hopes on. 
“We are looking into the possibility that Olivia may have had an admirer,” Officer Casey replied, looking back down at the notes and trying to make sense of the handwriting on the pages. 
“An admirer?” Eve asked. “Who?”
“Somebody in her office. A colleague of Olivia who we are told had asked her on a date several times but had been refused. Now I can see from this report that my colleagues have been trying to speak to this man and get a statement from him,” the policeman told Eve, hoping that would perhaps pacify the woman a little. 
“Who is this man? Is he dangerous?” Eve asked, frightened to think that her granddaughter had been targeted by somebody in her own workplace. 
“There is no suggestion of that at this stage. We are merely following up on a comment from another of Olivia’s colleagues who told us about him. But we will of course keep you updated on any developments.”
Eve shook her head. This wasn’t really any different to what she had been told before. “We will keep you updated”. That’s all they ever seemed to say to her. But they never did and, when she chased them for the updates, all she got was further confirmation that they still had no idea what had happened to Olivia. The longer this went on, the less it seemed likely that her granddaughter was going to be found alive and well. 
“I just need you to find her,” Eve said, reaching out and taking the policeman by the hand. “Find her. Please.” 



Tom *
19:18
Tom Casey knew that his colleagues would do their best to find the missing woman and reunite her with her worried grandmother. That is what he told the elderly woman as he escorted her out of the meeting room at the police station and said goodbye to her in the waiting room. But, as he watched Eve leaving the station, he knew there was a chance that the police would never be able to provide answers to the woman about what had really caused her granddaughter’s disappearance. The truth was that the Missing Person’s file on Olivia Harringay had told Tom that all the usual checks had been completed and all the persons of interest had been spoken to, yet none of that had shed any light on where Olivia might be. Therefore, there were only two ways they were going to find her now. 
One, if she walked into the police station or her grandmother’s house and explained where she had been. 
Or two, if her body was discovered somewhere. 
As much as Tom didn’t like to admit it, it was the second option which seemed the most likely now. 
It wasn’t a good sign that Olivia had not accessed her bank accounts since her disappearance. Nor had she withdrawn any substantial amounts of money in the days preceding her vanishing. That made it less likely that she had chosen to leave her life behind on her own accord and increased the possibility that something nefarious had happened to her instead. 
A young, attractive woman in her twenties, going missing in one of the busiest cities in the world. Olivia wouldn’t be the first and she certainly wouldn’t be the last. 
As Tom watched Eve disappear down the steps of the station and vanish into the dark October night, he felt a pang of worry that they would perhaps never be able to answer the mystery of what had happened to that woman’s granddaughter. 
Tom finally turned away from the busy waiting room and pushed through the door that took him back into the corridor he had just come from. It was a relief not to be spending his shift outdoors tonight, considering both how cold it was and the fact that it was Halloween. A policeman’s job was never easy but least of all on a night when half the population were dressed in costume and a large subset of them thought that a mask provided them with immunity to the law. 
As Tom walked down the corridor, he remembered the craziness of last year’s Halloween, when he and three other officers had been called to a disturbance at a residential address. A large house party had been underway, attended by at least a hundred teenagers and, needless to say, things had gotten a little out of hand. The cocktail of alcohol, drugs and anonymity of wearing a mask had led to several of the teens becoming unruly and causing criminal damage to the home where the party was being held, as well as to several of the properties in the vicinity. It hadn’t been easy to disperse the partygoers, least of all because many of them felt they were unrecognisable in their costumes and were being much bolder in their interactions with the police. In the end, Tom had had no choice but to arrest one of the teens, a young man in a skeleton mask, who had picked up a chair in the kitchen and thrown it in the officer’s direction. 
Arresting a drunken teenager for throwing an item of furniture while dressed as a skeleton was not exactly the reason why Tom had joined the police force. He had been reminded of that fact as he had led the young man away in handcuffs while being abused by the other youngsters at the party watching on. Tom had believed that being a policeman would gain him respect as well as giving him a sense of purpose and fulfilment, but it hadn’t exactly panned out that way during his time in the force. The people he arrested were unsurprisingly opposed to Tom and the rest of his colleagues, but even many law-abiding members of society simply saw the police force as inefficient, inept and generally not much use to anyone. Tom had thought that his uniform would give him a certain prestige and authority out on the streets of London but, in reality, all it had done was make him a target for protestors, disenfranchised youngsters and frustrated taxpayers. Instead of being seen as some kind of beacon of safety and order, Tom and the rest of his colleagues seemed to be viewed as just another example of the problems facing society today. It had shown in the way Eve had been with Tom tonight, having come to the police station to seek information about Olivia. She had turned up because she felt the system wasn’t working quickly enough to find her granddaughter, and very little of the information that Tom had been able to give her had done much to satisfy her concerns. It was clear that Eve had expected people like Tom to be the saviour for a missing young woman like Olivia yet, in reality, Tom and his colleagues were not much more than administrative staff, pushing papers in the station and being ignored or ridiculed nuisances outside of it. 
At least that was how it felt to Tom as he walked into the kitchen and prepared to make himself the sixth cup of tea of his shift. 
Opening the fridge, he saw that there was no more milk, which wasn’t surprising considering there were dozens of officers on shift tonight and all of them had a thirst for a drink. There were many budget cuts facing the police force this year and it seemed that some days even an extra pint of milk for the staff room was an expense too far. 
Closing the fridge door, Tom turned wearily to the vending machine on the opposite side of the room and fished around in his pocket for a loose coin that would pay for something inside it. He had vowed to reduce his visits to the vending machine recently in a bid to keep fit and keep any excess weight off, but it wasn’t going well so far. Long and irregular shifts, coupled with a general sense of unhappiness in his personal life, had led to Tom visiting the vending machine more and more for a little slice of comfort in the form of a sugary snack or drink. So it was again, as he slotted the 50p coin into the machine and pressed the button that would deliver him a refreshing but unhealthy can of cola. 
Fishing his can out from the tray at the bottom of the machine, Tom cracked open the lid and gulped down the sweet but guilt-riddled liquid inside. He was enjoying his drink so much that he hadn’t noticed the female colleague entering the kitchen behind him and watching him as he drank thirstily from the can. 
“I see the diet’s going well,” said Lizzy Kendrick, a police officer in her late twenties, who, like Tom, had joined the police force to do good in the world but had ended up as frustrated and under-used as her male colleague. 
Tom quickly removed the can from his lips and turned around to see Lizzy rummaging around in the fridge. Wiping his mouth and checking his reflection in the vending machine glass, Tom straightened himself up and smiled. 
“No milk,” he said to Lizzy, putting his can down on the sticky kitchen table and trying not to be too flustered in front of his pretty colleague. 
“You mean this?” Lizzy asked, turning back around from the fridge to show Tom that she had found a full carton of milk in there somewhere. 
“How did you manage that?” Tom asked, wondering how he could have missed it. 
“I’ve started hiding it at the back because everybody else drinks it so quickly,” Lizzy told him, tossing a teabag in her mug. “Sorry, I should have tipped you off.”
Tom smiled and sank into one of the chairs at the table. 
“Don’t worry about it, it’s full fat milk anyway so my diet doesn’t allow it,” Tom joked, and Lizzy smiled as the kettle boiled beside her. 
“Good shift?” she asked him as she pulled a cup from the cupboard. 
“The best,” Tom replied sarcastically. “I’ve been solving crimes left, right and centre.” 
Lizzy laughed again and Tom felt heartened by the sight of her smile, mainly because it seemed like she was the only woman he had got that reaction from over the last couple of years. At this moment in time, Tom was going through the process of divorce from his wife Kelly, and it was as painful and soul-destroying as it sounded. There was no doubt that the separation was for the best and that the married couple had stopped making each other happy a long time ago. But that didn’t make it any easier when it came to Tom picking up the pieces of his shattered confidence and certainly not when it came to him engaging with members of the opposite sex. 
He couldn’t help feeling like damaged goods and as if being divorced had somehow tagged him as a man who was terrible at relationships. He didn’t think that was the case at all. He had simply just been terrible in the relationship with his wife and his wife had been equally terrible in return. They weren’t suited and should never have got married in the first place, it was as simple as that. Unfortunately, they had been forced to learn that the hard way and, even though they were now happier without the constant arguing, Tom wasn’t much happier facing up to the fact that he was single again. 
He was still in his thirties and the time between meeting Kelly and divorcing her had been less than three years but, to Tom, he felt as if he was now some elderly sage being forced to re-enter a world of younger singletons, which he no longer understood. He felt uncomfortable even now, as he sat at the kitchen table and tried to make conversation with Lizzy. She was an attractive woman, no doubt about it in Tom’s mind, but he imagined that in her eyes, he was nothing more than just a pathetic divorcee. She had always been nice to Tom, even more so now that he was single again, but that just confirmed to Tom that she felt sorry for him and was merely offering him her sympathy by engaging him in conversation. The idea that she could be in any way attracted to him had never crossed his mind, which made what she said next even more shocking. 
“So, erm, I don’t usually make a habit of this at work, but I was wondering. Would you like to go for a drink sometime? 
Tom almost fell off his chair in surprise. 
“Sorry, what?” he replied, trying to figure out if he had just imagined this entire interaction or if Lizzy had really just asked if he wanted to go on a date. 
The female officer laughed as she poured the hot water from the kettle over the teabag in her cup. 
“God, am I really that bad at asking somebody out?” Lizzy said, shaking her head as if she was confirming to herself that it had been a silly idea all along. 
“No, I mean, of course,” Tom quickly replied, as if the offer was evaporating before his eyes. 
“Really?” Lizzy asked, looking back at him as she placed the kettle back on its base. 
“Yeah, a drink sounds good,” Tom confirmed, meaning every single word of it. 
Suddenly he had gone from seeing himself as a desperate and damaged man to a desirable and date-worthy Romeo. Maybe this shift wasn’t so bad after all. 
“Great! Do you think your diet will allow for you to have a beer?” Lizzy asked him, picking up her cup and making her way across the kitchen. 
“I’ll check my fitness app but I think it should be okay,” Tom cracked back, still in some disbelief about the fact that Lizzy actually wanted to go for a drink with him. Technically he was still married, although if the lawyers weren’t so expensively slow, the divorce from Kelly would be going a lot quicker. 
“Awesome, well I need to get back to my desk but swing by just before you finish and we’ll find the one night on the calendar when neither one of us is working,” she told him, smiling at him before walking confidently out of the room, as if asking a guy out was no big deal at all to her. 
But to Tom it was a big deal. It was a reminder that he was still worthy of female attention. Just because Kelly had had enough of him, it didn’t mean that he was unwanted by other women. That was a nice realisation to come to for Tom, and one that would go a long way to helping him repair his confidence, which had been shattered over the last few months. 
Finishing his drink, Tom accurately threw the empty can into the bin and stood up, dragging his weary body back out of the kitchen and towards the desk that was drowning in paperwork. A boring night of processing reports was in order for Tom and the colleagues who sat at the desks around him, including Lizzy, who was now deep in conversation with the female officer sitting beside her. 
Tedious tasks like these were just one of the reasons why Tom had recently applied for a position on a Major Investigation Team in the Metropolitan Police. MIT’s were the squads that specialised in homicide investigations in London, responsible for all cases of murder and manslaughter in the city. While he was still waiting to hear if his application had been successful, Tom hoped that it would be his ticket into a more rewarding line of police work than the one he was currently embroiled in. Maybe there he would actually be able to help people like Eve and give them answers, instead of just being the messenger who simply read out what was typed in a file and trying to make it through his shift without doing something that would antagonise a member of the public. Hopefully now, instead of breaking up teenagers at parties or dispersing protestors in the capital, he would get to work on real cases, helping solve murders and taking the real criminals off the city’s streets.
Because that was why Tom had really become a policeman. He wanted to protect the public, even if they didn’t appreciate him for it. 
But most of all, he wanted to catch the kind of people who were a danger to everybody, including himself. 



Ronnie 
19:19
Ronnie Larkhall checked his watch to confirm that this was the meeting time, even though he knew that the man standing beneath the railway arch ahead of him was only there to see him. But it was worth checking the time anyway, if only to get another look at the expensive watch on his wrist that he had recently treated himself to. 
There was no doubt about it; crime paid. The watch was worth £5,000 but that was a small amount compared to the other possessions that Ronnie had accumulated since he had been running his large empire in London. Alongside all the luxurious cars and tailored suits were the properties in his vast portfolio, like the offices in Soho where he held meetings and the luxury apartments in Chelsea where he entertained his escorts. And then of course there was his mansion in the Surrey countryside, self-titled LarkHall Manor, where the fearsome Mrs Larkhall resided in the huge property hidden away behind security gates, tall trees and a sea of CCTV cameras. 
There was no doubt that Ronnie had come a long way since his humble beginnings in the East End of London. But he had been forced to scrap for every penny he had ever earned and had left a lot of bloodshed in his wake. Now he was the boss and he would never have to worry about money again. But he knew that there were always threats to his position, not least from the police or rival gangs. Therefore, he could never afford to take a night off, and tonight was no different. That was why he was here now, preparing to meet a man who owed him money instead of getting one of his employees to do it for him. It was good to remind everybody now and again, including himself, that he was the boss. And the boss didn’t need anybody to do his dirty work for him.
“Wait here,” Ronnie instructed the driver behind the wheel of the blacked-out Rolls Royce that was parked in the shadows of the railway arch. “You two, come with me.” 
Ronnie opened his passenger door and was followed out of the vehicle by two of his employees. The first man was known simply as Bulldog, a gnarly sixty-one-year-old who had served as Ronnie’s personal bodyguard for the last twenty years. His bald head highlighted the multitude of scars he had accumulated over the years and the large overcoat on top of his suit covered up even more war wounds beneath that. The second man was Damian Chadwick, Ronnie’s nephew, who was only in his mid-twenties but was quickly accumulating enough experience in the criminal underworld to match his older colleagues. Together, the three men in black coats and suits walked away from their vehicle and made their way across the dirty street towards the lone figure who was standing beneath the arch.
As they got within ten yards of the man, Ronnie stopped walking and raised his hand to let his two companions know that they were to stop too. Then Ronnie took a few seconds to observe his surroundings before finally fixing his gaze on the figure beneath the bridge. 
“Do you have my money?” Ronnie asked calmly, secure in the knowledge that he had two burly men flanking him while the man opposite him had nobody to back him up. 
“Yes sir, but there was a problem getting the last part of it,” the man stammered back as he came closer, stepping out of the shadows and into the pale light from the moon overhead. 
“How much do you have?” Ronnie asked, unmoving from his own position on the street. 
“Eight thousand, two hundred and thirty-one pounds” the nervous man replied, taking an envelope out of his jacket pocket and holding it towards Ronnie. 
But Ronnie still didn’t move. Instead it was Damian who stepped forward and took the envelope, tearing it open and quickly counting out the wedge of notes that were inside. 
Ronnie kept his eyes on the man in front of him as his nephew did the accounting, and only took them off when Damian spoke.
“He’s right,” Damian confirmed, before handing the envelope over to Bulldog, who tucked it inside his overcoat.
“I have a problem, Bogdan,” Ronnie said, taking out a cigar and lighter from his jacket. “You don’t mind if I use your first name, do you?”
Bogdan shook his head quickly. 
“No sir,” he answered sharply. 
“Good,” said Ronnie, before putting the thick cigar between his lips and drawing a flame from his lighter. 
When the cigar was lit, Ronnie enjoyed several hearty puffs of nicotine before blowing out a plume of smoke in Bogdan’s direction and putting the lighter back in his pocket. Taking the cigar from his mouth, Ronnie inspected it for a second before returning his gaze to the shivering man before him. 
“You see Bogdan, my problem is this. I gave you a loan of eight thousand pounds exactly six weeks ago today. It was a simple business transaction with a simple agreement attached to it. That agreement stipulated that you would pay me back the sum of ten thousand pounds on this day. Eight thousand to cover the original loan and two thousand for the effort on my part. I may be mistaken but was that not the agreement?”
Bogdan nodded quickly again, clearly hoping that his passivity would help to defuse the situation he now found himself in.  
“Yes, you’re right. But I tried my best. I worked as hard as I could but some of my shifts were cancelled and...”
Ronnie held up his cigar and it was Bogdan’s cue to stop talking. 
“Based on the money you have given to my nephew here, you still owe me one thousand, seven hundred and sixty-nine pounds.”
“But Ronnie, I...”
“I don’t remember giving you permission to use my first name. I asked if I could use yours, but you haven’t given me the same courtesy.”
“I’m sorry,” Bogdan replied anxiously, holding out his hands in apology. “Mr Larkhall, please if you just let me explain. I will get you the money.”
“But you were supposed to have the money for me tonight,” Ronnie said, drawing on his cigar once again. 
“I know. But my shifts got cancelled. I wasn’t able to get all the money tonight, but I can get it to you soon. I promise. Please.”
Ronnie withdrew his cigar from his mouth and blew a perfect smoke ring into the night air. 
“Nice one,” Damian remarked but Ronnie ignored him and kept his eyes on Bogdan. 
“You see this is the problem I have in my business. I honour my agreements, but there are so many who dishonour theirs. And that is why I am forced into doing things that I don’t want to do.”
“Please, I’ll get you the money. Just give me more time.”
“More time? Is that you want?” Ronnie asked, inspecting his cigar again. 
“Yes, just a few more weeks. A month maximum. I have plenty of work coming up and I will have the money for you after that,” Bogdan said, his voice laced with urgency. 
“So the first time I met you, you told me you wanted money. The second time I meet you and you ask for more time. What will you be wanting the third time? A drink? A holiday? A pretty little ring for your pretty little girlfriend?”
Bogdan’s eyes went wide at the last part of Ronnie’s sentence, which caused the man with the cigar to smile widely in between his puffs of nicotine. 
“You didn’t think I knew about your girlfriend? Of course I do. Like I said, I am a businessman and it wouldn’t do me much good to be in business with people whom I know nothing about.”
“Please, you can’t hurt her!” Bogdan begged, stepping towards Ronnie and causing both Bulldog and Damian to step towards him in turn. 
“You say that like I would enjoy doing it,” Ronnie said, shaking his head and glancing up at the arch of the bridge above them. “Of course I would prefer not to. But that would require you giving me all the money that you owe me, wouldn’t it?”
“I will get the money. I swear on my life. Just don’t harm her,” Bogdan said desperately, keeping his distance for fear of reprisal from the two men either side of Ronnie. 
“It’s people like you who give people like me a bad reputation,” Ronnie mused, brushing a speck of dust off the sleeve of his jacket. “If you paid me on time then I would have shaken your hand and walked away. But you haven’t, and so I am left with no other choice but to use violence.”
“Wait!” Bogdan cried, but Ronnie had already given the nod to Bulldog, who stepped forward and punched Bogdan hard in the stomach, causing the man to double over in pain.
“How do you feel, Bogdan?” Ronnie said, calmly puffing on his cigar as the man in front of him struggled to regain his breath. “Like all the air has been sucked out of your lungs? Well now you know how I felt when you told me that you didn’t have my money.” 
Bogdan held his stomach tightly with one hand while keeping his other raised in front of himself for protection in case of further attack. 
“I don’t want to hurt you,” Ronnie continued. “But you have hurt me by breaking our agreement. So what do you expect me to do?”
Bogdan was just about to speak again when he saw Ronnie give the nod to Damian, who stepped forward and punched Bogdan in the face, sending the Serbian man falling back onto the concrete road. Bogdan had barely caught his breath again before he felt several sharp kicks in his ribcage, all delivered by the boot of Bulldog, who was snarling as he stood over the stricken man. 
Just when it had seemed as if the beating was never going to stop, Ronnie raised his hand and both Bulldog and Damian instantly paused. As Bogdan lay on the floor, curled up into a ball to protect his internal organs from further punishment, Ronnie stepped forward and knelt beside him. Holding his cigar inches away from Bogdan’s bleeding face, Ronnie smiled and let out a deep sigh. 
“It didn’t have to be this way,” Ronnie said, almost sounding as if he actually meant it. “We could have completed our transaction and gone home to our respective women. But you failed to keep your end of the bargain and now I am forced to take action.”
“Please,” Bogdan groaned. “I will get the money.” 
“Well I certainly hope so,” Ronnie said, flicking the end of his cigar so that a shower of burning embers trickled down onto Bogdan’s pain-stricken face. “Because if you don’t then I will be visiting your girlfriend and I assure you I will not be as gentle with her as my colleagues here have been with you.”
Ronnie stood up and put his black leather shoe on Bogdan’s chest to stop the Serbian man from getting up himself. 
“There will be a large bonfire in Battersea Park in five days’ time,” Ronnie said, staring with contempt at the man on the floor beneath him. “My daughter will be singing at the event and I am very much looking forward to watching her perform. But I am also looking forward to it because that is the night you will hand over the rest of the money that you owe me. You will walk up to where I am standing beside the stage at 8pm, shake my hand, give me the envelope, and walk away. Only then will I let your girlfriend live.”
Ronnie pressed his foot down harder into Bogdan’s chest to prevent any disagreement from the man on the floor. 
“Don’t try running or alerting the police because if you do, I will find out about it and neither you nor your pretty little girlfriend will make it far,” Ronnie said, checking on his burning cigar briefly before looking back down at the man beneath his shoe. “Five days. Bonfire Night. What a perfect time to save the life of the woman you love.” 
With that, Ronnie took his foot from Bogdan’s chest and turned to walk away, but not before signalling to Bulldog and Damian to get another good couple of kicks into the Serbian man on the ground. 
As Ronnie strolled back to his waiting vehicle, the cigar pressed tightly between his lips, he shook his head at the thought of the man he had just been talking to. It wasn’t that Ronnie needed the money that he was owed. Bogdan’s debt was mere pocket change to a man like him. But it was the principle of the matter. That was the real reason why Ronnie was simply not going to let the Serbian man get away without paying him the full amount. After all, Ronnie wouldn’t be able to run his criminal empire forever and he would have to hand the reins over to somebody else one day. He hoped that he would hand them to his nephew Damian, which would ensure that the business was kept in the family. But, before that, he had to show Damian that nobody could ever be allowed to get away with crossing him, so that is why he had made sure to personally visit Bogdan tonight and make it clear to everybody in attendance. 
Ronnie Larkhall was the boss. 
And Ronnie Larkhall wanted his money. 
As he reached his waiting vehicle, Ronnie smiled at the thought of getting to see his daughter perform at the Bonfire Night extravaganza that was scheduled later in the week. She was the apple of his eye and the only woman in the world who ever brought him true happiness. Sure, Mrs Larkhall had her uses. She was a strong and loyal wife, who had even proven to be adept at dealing with several issues that had sprung up in Ronnie’s business over the years. But she was also a cold-hearted and fearsome woman and it had been many years since Ronnie had found himself drawn to the lure of her fading beauty. The only other women in his life were the escorts whom he partied with in his penthouses in the city, but they could hardly be expected to do much more than satisfy his most basic urges. Yes, his daughter was the only woman in the world who really made him feel something special, so that was why he couldn’t wait to see her singing at the show on Bonfire Night, entertaining the crowds and making her daddy really proud. 
Climbing into the back seat of his car, Ronnie looked up through the windscreen and saw that Bulldog and Damian were still giving Bogdan a good kicking. 
“Jesus Terry, call them off, or there will be nothing left of him,” Ronnie said to his driver, who promptly sounded two quick pips on the car horn that were enough to tell the two men outside the car that they were to hurry up and join them inside. 
Ronnie puffed on his cigar as Bulldog and Damian made their way back towards them and Terry started up the engine.
“Home?” the driver asked the smiling man on the backseat as the two men climbed in alongside their boss.
“No, I fancy a spot of shopping actually,” Ronnie said, lowering his window and tossing his unfinished cigar out into the dark street. “Does anybody know where I can get some good fireworks?”
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