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Jelena *
23:40
Jelena Markovic looked out at the light snowflakes falling on the other side of her window and thought about how they looked quite beautiful. The flurry wasn’t too heavy, and the runway was still clear, so there was no risk of her flight being delayed or cancelled. Soon, Jelena and the rest of the passengers sitting around her would be heading up into the dark sky, cutting through the snowstorm and getting above the clouds, where the weather would be calmer, if a little less picturesque. But for now, there were still a few more minutes before take-off, so Jelena made another quick check on her seatbelt and ensured that her mobile phone was set to Airplane mode. 
As she sat in her window seat on row seven, the stewardesses helping service the evening’s flight made their final checks in the cabin, ensuring all bags were stowed away correctly and that all the passengers were buckled in and ready to go. They were all wearing red and white Santa hats, a simple touch that reminded everybody on board of the particular time of year that it was. It undoubtedly helped lighten the mood for any of those travelling tonight who were disappointed to be spending Christmas Eve in a pressurised capsule. In a moment, the festive cabin crew would begin the familiar routine of running through the instructions regarding fire escapes and life jackets, but few people on this plane would be paying them much attention. 
They were all tired and just wanted to get going. 
This was the last flight out of the busy airport tonight, and its late take-off time was the reason why the cost of the ticket had been so low. But presumably, there were other reasons why everybody here had chosen to be on a plane on what was traditionally an evening reserved for family, festivities and final preparations for the big day, besides merely saving money. There had to be good reasons why all these people had decided to take off and spend the first few hours of Christmas in the sky, and while Jelena would never know any of them, she at least knew her own. 
She was flying tonight because she could not leave it any longer. 
She was flying because she had finally had enough, and it was time to go. 
She was flying because her relationship with Bogdan had come to an end. 
Her view of the snowflakes outside was hampered slightly by the tears that welled in her eyes, and she took a moment to compose herself, aware that what she was doing was for the best and that she only needed to be strong for a couple more minutes. The door to the plane would be sealed shut any moment now, and then the Captain would begin the process of taxiing away from the terminal. 
Then it would be too late for a change of heart. 
Jelena just wanted that door to shut and lock her in because then she wouldn’t be able to get out of her seat and rush for the exit, running through the airport and hailing a taxi back to the centre of London to the flat that she had shared with her former boyfriend. She knew she was doing the right thing, even if her heart was screaming at her not to give up on love.
But until that door shut, she would continue to battle the thoughts of unbuckling her seatbelt and running home to Bogdan. 
Finally, the cabin crew had got everyone seated, and they headed to the front of the plane where they chatted for a few seconds before one of the stewardesses leaned out of the side of the aircraft and could be heard talking to somebody outside. A second later, she stepped back in and then the door was pulled shut behind her. 
Jelena felt a sudden lurch in her stomach. 
The door was locked. 
There was no way off now. 
As if to reinforce how serious this was, the intercom clicked on in the speakers above her head, and then a calm, male voice floated over the cabin, intentionally soothing in its tone and delivery as it ran through a brief summary of the journey ahead. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your Captain speaking. On behalf of myself and the entire crew, we would like to welcome you aboard this evening’s flight to Belgrade. Our flight time tonight will be two hours and forty minutes, and we expect to arrive at two-thirty am, local time. Please make sure that your seat and tray tables are in their upright position and that your seat belt is correctly fastened. Also, that all portable electronic devices are turned off or set to Airplane mode until an announcement is made upon arrival. Thank you for choosing to fly with Starry Sky Airways, and I wish you all a very merry Christmas.”
The cabin crew instantly took their positions to run through the safety protocols, but Jelena returned her gaze to her window, through which she could watch the snowflakes continuing to fall on the cold, wet concrete outside. This was not how she had imagined spending her first Christmas Eve in England. But since leaving her home nation of Serbia earlier in the year to begin a new life in a country where she thought all her dreams would come true,  nothing had gone to plan, so she was at least comfortable with her last day in the country being just as unpredictable as all the others that had gone before it. 
The sex traffickers. The abuse. The loss of her tongue. The morning when she had been saved. The long rehabilitation. The blossoming relationship with her hero. The dark nights. The bright moments of hope. The love that had developed for her man. The new job. The exciting future. 
Then the change in her boyfriend. 
The secrets. The lies. The night she had followed him to the park. The men she had seen him with. 
The man who had threatened her shortly after. 
It was the memory of that conversation that erased the tears from Jelena’s eyes and allowed her to feel assured that she was doing the right thing. Because while it was bad enough to be lied to by the man whom she loved, it was another thing altogether to feel intimidated and in danger because of something that he had done. But that was exactly what had happened a few days after she had followed Bogdan on Bonfire Night. 
After witnessing her boyfriend hand over an envelope to a man in the park that evening, despite Bogdan telling her that he was working that night, Jelena had returned to their flat and waited to question him when he got home. When he returned, she admitted to following him and admitted to knowing that he had lied, so there had been very few options left for him then but to tell her the truth. But still Bogdan had refused to do so, instead concocting a story about paying off a friend’s debts and insisting that it was all over and Jelena had nothing to worry about. 
If only that had been true.
It had been a couple of days after Bonfire Night when Jelena had found herself being threatened at knifepoint by a young man in a baseball cap who wanted to know exactly what she had seen in the park that night and who she had told. As a woman who had already suffered immeasurably at the hands of evil men in the past, Jelena’s experience with this new threat had left her feeling shaken and shattered. That was because while the sex traffickers had been operating separately to anything in her life, the young man who had threatened her a few weeks ago was somehow connected to the person whom she thought she would be safe with no matter what. 
After the knife had been put away and the stranger had left, Jelena knew that something had changed. 
She didn’t just feel bad about Bogdan keeping secrets from her. 
She felt scared to be anywhere near him. 
If Jelena had possessed the money at the time then she would have left sooner, but it had taken several more weeks for her to scrape together the funds required to book a plane ticket back to her family home in Belgrade. That had meant she had been required to be around Bogdan for a number of weeks whilst aware that she could still be in danger and it was all because of him. But despite the anxiety that had surrounded her once-perfect relationship, Jelena had kept her fears to herself and not made Bogdan aware that she was planning to leave. Once she had booked the flight on Christmas Eve, then it had just been a matter of being patient and counting down the days. Now that day was here, and she was on the plane ready to leave the UK for good, and just like Bogdan continued to keep secrets from her, she had kept this a secret from him. 
He was at work tonight, fulfilling his security guard duties in an office somewhere, whilst utterly unaware that his girlfriend was at the airport and ready to leave him behind. The first he would know about it would be when he returned home at midnight, tired from his shift, and ready to roll into bed and drift off to sleep as Christmas Day began. But before he had a chance to get into bed, he would notice the envelope sitting on the duvet, containing the letter that Jelena had written to him before she left. Taking it out, he would read her handwriting, and the reality of the situation would dawn on him. 
She had finally had enough of being lied to. 
She had finally had enough of being scared. 
She had finally left him and London behind. 
The snowflakes were getting heavier outside the window as the flight attendants completed their safety checks, and the intercom clicked back on again, the sound of the Captain’s voice filling the cabin once more. 
“Cabin crew, please prepare for departure.”
Jelena looked to the front of the plane, where she saw the stewardesses taking their seats and strapping themselves in, the clicking sound of the seatbelts confirming that everybody on this plane was now fastened down and had nowhere to go but up. But that was fine by Jelena because she was ready to go. 
She was ready to be anywhere but here. 
It had been a cold night just like this one when Jelena had climbed into the back of the truck that would take her across Europe, through several borders and into the country where she had expected a wonderful new life of opportunity to be waiting for her. Since then, the seasons had changed but not as drastically as Jelena had changed with them. Months of abuse, both physical and emotional, had taken their toll on her, but just like when it seems winter will never end and the darkness will last forever, a speck of light had appeared on the horizon and reminded her that there was some good in the world. In the heat of summer, Jelena had been rescued by Bogdan, a stifling Underground station the scene for their dramatic reunion, former classmates in Serbia thrust back together again in London in the most unimaginable circumstances ever. It was during the bright and sunny days of summer when Jelena had found herself falling in love with her hero, able to come to terms with what she had been through and what she had lost in exchange for being in a loving relationship with a man whom she thought she could trust. 
But just as every bleak winter must come to an end, so too must every glorious summer. So it had been for Jelena and Bogdan’s relationship when she had found herself starting to question everything his once-innocent mouth had been telling her. Maybe if Jelena hadn’t been through so much already this year, she would have had the strength to stay and fight for her relationship a lot harder. As it was, she had already endured too much heartache and hurt for one lifetime, never mind one year, so she knew that the only cure now was to remove herself from the city that had caused her so much pain. 
She did not doubt that London could be a magical place to live under the right circumstances. There was much to see and plenty to do amongst the historic buildings, tall towers and traffic-filled streets, and she had managed to enjoy a few pleasurable moments in the capital during her stay. But sadly, there had been far too many bad moments, experiences and events that no one should ever have to go through. As soon as those bad experiences had extended into the only good thing she had there, which was her relationship with Bogdan, then she knew it was time to leave. 
London had been the city where she had lost so much. 
It had also been the city where she had fallen in love. 
But in the end, it was the city that she no longer felt safe calling home. 
As the plane began to pull away from the terminal and Jelena watched the slick concrete sliding by below her window, she wondered what would become of the man she used to love. There was no doubt that Bogdan was a good person, capable of heroic deeds and caring for a woman like her, as he had demonstrated by not only saving her in the Tube that day but working so hard to give her a place to live. But something had changed in him somewhere along the way, and Jelena had no idea what it was. She had no idea because he wouldn’t tell her. Instead, he would lie, or worse, stay quiet. Whatever secret he was carrying, and whatever he had done, Jelena could only presume that it was bad. But maybe she could have understood if only he had told her. Perhaps there could have been a way through it. Maybe, just maybe, they could have saved their relationship, possibly in London, but if not then elsewhere. As it was, Jelena was now leaving, and both she and Bogdan were alone again. 
As the plane taxied along the runway and Jelena kept her eyes on all the specks of white that were still falling from the sky, she hoped that one day she would find peace in her life, and despite everything else, she hoped that Bogdan would find his peace too. 
Peace on Earth.
There was no better time of year than Christmas to ask for such a thing as that. 



Nina
23:41
Nina Hassan knew that peace on Earth was far too much to ask for, even if she did want it, which wasn’t necessarily the case considering the line of work that she was in. As a news reporter for a national television channel, it was her job to visit the scene of any breaking stories that were of public interest, and it was a fact that bad news always got more attention than good. That’s why peace on Earth wasn’t only an unrealistic dream but possibly a bad idea altogether, because if everything was okay in the world, then what would people like Nina have to report on? 
She didn’t enjoy the fact that the world was such a crazy place, but it at least ensured that she was never short of a news story to sink her journalistic teeth into. Court cases, protests, accidents, attacks, celebrity scandals; Nina had reported on them all in her twelve-year career in the media. Through it all, she had learnt two things. One, being hard-working and tenacious had helped her get such a prominent position on national television. And two, the worse the news story, the more people watched. 
Never had that been more the case than when Nina had reported live from Battersea Park on Bonfire Night, from the scene of a horrendous terrorist attack that had left seventeen people dead and forty-one injured. The thirty-six-year-old reporter had been sent to the park as soon as the news had begun to filter through that something terrible had happened at the firework event in South London on 5th November. Arriving within thirty minutes of the atrocity, Nina had begun broadcasting from the edges of the park, having got as close as she could to the scene of the event before the police had cordoned the area off. 
It had been by far the most gruelling and distressing report Nina had ever had to give, especially when she had learned how many young families had been in the park that evening. While the first half of her career had seen her handed the ‘fluffier’ roles where she was able to report on the kind of ‘feel-good’ stories that are shown at the end of a news bulletin, the second half of her career so far had seen her make the step up to report on the harder-hitting events to happen in the capital. Gone were the reports of an elderly man in Chiswick who had celebrated his 110th birthday, or the twin babies in Greenwich who were delivered on the street by a passing neighbour. In their place were gritty stories like terror attacks and other tragic happenings in England’s busiest city. 
The progression from good news to bad had been a steep one, and Nina had learnt a lot about her craft, and herself, in the process. She had learnt not to let emotion get in the way of giving the facts, as well as precisely the right tone to strike when delivering information that would shock and devastate everybody watching at home on the other side of the camera. But she wouldn’t change her job for the world and the way she saw it, she was only just getting started. 
The dream was to be a news anchor one day, sitting behind the desk and fronting the bulletins, instead of standing on the streets in all weathers and being asked to get to the scene of a crime halfway across the city in less than half an hour. She knew she had the talent and the work ethic to get there. All she needed now was the opportunity. Hopefully, that would come soon. But for now, Nina would continue to be a model professional and report live from whichever scene her bosses asked her to report from. That’s why she was currently standing outside a prison in south-east London on Christmas Eve, preparing to report on the notorious prisoner inside, instead of relaxing at home surrounded by tinsel, wrapping paper and mulled wine. 
This was the job that she had signed up for.
This was the job that she loved. 
She could hear her producer through her earpiece and knew that the broadcast that was going out to the nation at this very moment was going to cut to her at any second now. In front of her was her trusty cameraman, Jeff, and behind her was the eerie outline of Belmarsh Prison, Britain’s toughest high-security compound, and home to some of the most dangerous criminals in the land. Nina had been assigned to this location tonight to report on the news that Jamal Jasem, the mastermind behind the bombing in Battersea Park, had been involved in a fight with a fellow prisoner. Nina’s boss wanted a report from outside the prison walls, so here the intrepid reporter was, standing on the cold, wet pavement surrounded by snowflakes, doing her best not to freeze to death before the producer in her ear told her that she was live. 
With a few seconds still to go, Nina glanced to her left and saw four other reporters preparing to record similar broadcasts for their respective networks. She recognised three of them, two men and a woman, whom she had seen at various other locations around London over recent months and years. But she didn’t recognise the fourth one, a blonde woman who couldn’t have been much older than twenty-five, and she figured she must be a new face on the scene. 
For a brief second, Nina felt the knot of anxiety in her stomach that she sometimes got when faced with a rival who was younger, prettier, and possibly just as talented as her. She knew it was silly to be worried about someone who was starting out in their career when she had already amassed so much experience, but she still felt that worry because she knew how harsh the world of television could be. Either your face fit, or it didn’t, and while Nina had enjoyed a successful career so far, she was aware that it could all be taken away from her if a producer suddenly decided to replace her with someone whom the male viewers might find more visually appealing. 
She still had so much to accomplish. She wanted to be a newsreader in the studio. She wanted to sit in the hot seat on primetime television. 
Most of all, she wanted to follow in the footsteps of her father. 
Bikram Hassan had been an iconic newsreader who had presented the 6 o’clock news on terrestrial television for twenty years, until his well-earned retirement six months ago. He was the man who had raised Nina, and he was the man whom she idolised, both personally and professionally. He was kind, charming, witty and, most of all, he had been a damn good journalist, and Nina was desperate to reach the same heights that he had scaled. She had watched as a young girl from the side of the studio stage as her father had delivered bulletins to the country, amazed by the cameras and the bright lights. She had been even more amazed at how Bikram had seemed completely unfazed by them all. She had laughed at his funny observations after a politician’s speech, she had been entranced by his mastery of so many different subjects, and she had wept as he had spoken to the country on 9/11, keeping his cool as the whole world around him seemed to be falling apart. 
Bikram had become a national treasure during his two decades on primetime television, a welcome sight in the homes of millions of people all over the country, and Nina was incredibly proud of everything he had accomplished. She also knew that he was proud of her too and thrilled that she had wanted to follow in his footsteps. It was the thought of him at that moment that made the knot of anxiety in Nina’s stomach dissipate, and she turned away from the younger reporter to her left and focused her attention back on the large camera that was pointing right at her. 
Jeff was ready to go. 
Her producer was ready to go. 
And she was ready to go. 
“Good evening. I’m outside Belmarsh Prison, where Jamal Jasem is currently being held while he awaits trial for the deadly attack in Battersea Park last month that claimed the lives of seventeen people and left dozens injured. 
It is believed that at around five pm this evening, Jamal and another inmate were involved in an altercation that has resulted in Jamal being taken to the hospital wing, where he is being treated for what we are told are minor injuries to his face. While we are still waiting for more information from the authorities inside the prison, it is believed that Jamal was attacked on the way back to his cell by another inmate, and an investigation is already underway as to how this could have been possible. Belmarsh Prison is known for its high security, and incidents like this are rare, but this isn’t the first time Jamal has been attacked by a fellow prisoner since he was brought here in the days immediately after the bombing in Battersea Park. While this prison is home to many dangerous and notorious criminals, the nature of Jamal’s crime has made him a target, and it remains unclear if he will be moved to another prison while he continues to await trial for the devastating terror attack seven weeks ago. 
While nothing can ever bring back the loved ones that they lost, the families and friends of the victims in the park that night will be hoping to see Jamal face the full force of the British justice system when he appears in court next year. So too will the family of Melanie Greeves, the twenty-three-year-old woman who accompanied Jamal to the park that night and detonated the explosive device that killed and injured so many. Melanie’s parents are desperate to know how Jamal was able to radicalise her and get her to carry out the devastating attack. They are hopeful that Jamal may be willing to give more answers when he makes his next appearance in court. 
So far, the twenty-eight-year-old Syrian man has refused to provide any answers to the questions about why he planned the attack and why he enlisted the help of a young Englishwoman to carry it out on his behalf. For now, Jamal is under police supervision in the hospital wing, but it is unclear if he will return to his previous cell or be transported to another prison. When it comes to a prisoner as high risk as this one, it is clear that the authorities have their work cut out in not only keeping him locked away from the public but also away from the other prisoners inside.”
Nina listened as she heard the sound of the newsreader in the studio thank her for her report before moving onto the next story. A second later, the producer’s voice returned to the earpiece, telling Nina that she was no longer on the air. 
Taking the device from her ear, Nina nodded at Jeff and stepped off the spot she had been standing on for the last ten minutes. Now her work was done for the evening, and it was good to get moving again, not just because it was two degrees below zero on a typically frigid Christmas Eve in the capital. Nina wanted to get moving because she wanted to get home, where the two most important people in her life were waiting for her, namely Kishor, her husband, and Yash, her baby boy. While her child was still too young to understand Christmas, she still yearned to be at home with him and her partner at this time of year when family seemed even more important than it usually was. But Nina also knew what she wanted to accomplish in her professional life and that meant making sacrifices, which was why she was standing outside a prison on the opposite side of London to where her family were waiting for her to come home to their warm and festive house. 
“How long have we got until Christmas?” Nina asked her cameraman as he packed his gear away and headed for their truck. 
“Eighteen minutes,” Jeff replied, the sight of his foggy breath making Nina feel even colder than she already was. 
“Reckon we can make it home by midnight?” she asked him as they hurried across the frost-covered concrete of the car park. 
“We could, but we’d break so many speeding laws that we’d probably end up in this prison ourselves.”
Nina smiled at Jeff’s familiar sense of humour as they reached their vehicle and he unloaded his stuff inside. As she made her way to the passenger door, Nina glanced up at the dark outline of the prison sitting on the hill ahead of her and wondered what it must be like for the people inside to spend Christmas locked away. There was no doubt that all the people currently in the cells inside there deserved to be where they were, the perpetrators of various crimes that meant they could expect nothing less than to lose their rights to freedom. But still, it sent a shiver down Nina’s spine to think what it must be like to welcome in Christmas inside a lonely cell, far removed from family and friends, and unable to participate in all the joy and laughter that came around every year on the 25th December. As she stood there in that moment, she couldn’t help but think of the families that would never be the same again after what Jamal had set in motion in Battersea Park that fateful night last month. 
The empty seat at the table. The unopened present under the tree. 
The smiles that would never be shared again. 
Nina had no idea who the prisoner was inside Belmarsh who had attacked Jamal today, but she knew that she couldn’t blame him for his actions. She probably would have done the same if she ever came face to face with the terrorist responsible for so much pain and suffering. But that was not for Nina to concern herself with anymore. It was Christmas Eve, and it was time to go home, and that was something that many of the people inside that prison tonight were unlikely to ever do again. 



Jimmy
23:42
Jimmy Johnson could see the snowflakes drifting by outside the window of his cell, but it was almost like watching a movie rather than witnessing real life. He had been locked away for so long now that the small gap in the wall where the window was almost seemed like a television rather than a view into the outside world. It was hard to believe that there was anything outside these four walls and for him, there might as well not be. He would be in this 6ft wide by 10ft long room for the rest of his years, and he had already been in here for the last thirty of them. At seventy-one, Jimmy was no longer the feared and notorious gangster who had controlled London’s streets back in the seventies and eighties. 
Now, he was just an elderly man alone at Christmas. 
The lights were already out in this high-security wing of Britain’s most infamous prison, and no noises were coming from the other side of the locked iron door that separated him from the rest of the inmates here. Besides the guards who patrolled the corridors outside, everybody else in this block was sleeping, and Jimmy knew he should be doing the same. It didn’t serve him well to be sitting up on his bed, staring out through the tiny, mesh-covered window at the snowflakes falling outside. He should close his eyes, embrace the darkness and drift off to sleep, bringing to a close another day of his never-ending prison sentence. But he found himself unable to tear his eyes away from the gentle flakes outside and the more he watched them, the more he could transport himself mentally out of this tiny cell and into the free world, where he had once been a young, powerful and respected man. 
Jimmy Johnson had grown up in East London, in a part of the city that was still recovering from the heavy bombing it had sustained in the Second World War. While the capital was slowly regaining its power, Jimmy lived in a life of poverty with his family, sometimes going whole days without being given a meal to eat. That was why by the time he reached the age of fifteen, he was determined to get out and make money, removing himself from a potential life of hardship and seizing any opportunity that came his way as London continued to develop. After all, it was mainly those people who possessed entrepreneurial skills who were able to raise themselves out of the tough times. 
He had started out working in nightclubs but spent more time dealing drugs than serving drinks, and it hadn’t been long until he had the money to buy a venue of his own. One club became six and Jimmy was suddenly one of the most famous men in London, regularly partying with celebrities whilst overseeing an extensive network of drug dealers and debt collectors. Building his empire whilst building his reputation as a fearsome businessman, it was only a matter of time until Jimmy caught the attention of the police. But he worked hard to make sure any evidence of his crimes were hard to find, and any of his employees who got caught were well aware that they were not to confess to anything or their former boss would make sure that they didn’t live for long. 
By the time the 1980s came around, Jimmy was a wealthy man in his thirties, with everything he could have ever wished for. Money, women, fame, respect. He had it all. And for a while, it seemed like the glory days would never end. While other infamous London gangsters were either arrested, locked away or killed by rivals, Jimmy continued to thrive, not just survive, and as the nineties approached, he was looking forward to many more years of life at the top of his game. 
Until his empire came crashing down on one fateful night in 1989. 
Jimmy had been at home in his palatial residence in North London when the police had swarmed in and arrested him in front of his third wife, who was a former swimwear model ten years his junior. While being taken into police custody was nothing unusual for a man like Jimmy, what had been unexpected was the claim that one of his former security men was also in custody and was willing to reveal all about his leader’s illegal ways. By the time Jimmy was led into court, he was facing a whole range of charges, from murder and extortion to drug trafficking and firearms possession, and his former employee had given the police all the evidence they needed. 
1990 had been the first year of Jimmy’s life sentence in the high-security wing of Belmarsh Prison, and he had been here ever since. No chance of parole, or time off for good behaviour, nor even the opportunity of being transferred to a less secure wing of the prison where he would at least have had half a chance at trying to escape. Instead, he had been left to rot in his ultra-secure cell, prevented from forming bonds with other inmates because his connections in the outside world meant he could still be a threat even on the inside. 
While Jimmy had initially enjoyed his status as an infamous gangster, it had become less of a badge of honour over the years. Not only had he softened around the edges, no longer seeing himself as capable of carrying out the illegal activities he had participated in in his past, he also resented the fact that he was kept with prisoners who had committed far worse crimes than he believed he had been involved in. Instead of drug dealers and men who liked a good punch-up, he was now sharing his wing with terrorists and extremists, evil men responsible for mass murder in the outside world. One of those men was Jamal Jasem, the evil person who had masterminded the attack on Battersea Park on Bonfire Night. It was an atrocity that had shocked even the most hardened of criminals on the inside and Jimmy had seen the news reports on the tiny television in his cell and been shocked to see what had happened in his beloved city. 
But that was nothing compared to the shock he had felt when he had seen Jamal being led past his cell in handcuffs a few days later. 
Jimmy could handle being removed from society to face the consequences of his crimes. What he couldn’t handle was being in such close proximity to a man who had killed so many innocent people. That was why he had attacked Jamal today, getting several strong punches in on the Syrian man before the prison guards had dragged him off and hauled him back to his cell. Jimmy knew it would now be a long time until his cell door was opened and he was allowed back out to enjoy a brief period of exercise and fresh air, but he didn’t care. He had managed to attack Jamal, and he hoped the news of the beating the man had suffered would be of some comfort to the grieving families on the outside. 
There weren’t many opportunities for a man like Jimmy to redeem himself in the eyes of the public, but maybe today had been one of them. Or perhaps he had just been foolish and would now pay the price for his actions, confined to his cell for twenty-fours a day and only being interrupted when a small tray of food was slid through his door. 
Only time would tell, and time was one thing that a man like Jimmy had plenty of. 
As the snowflakes outside got heavier, the former gangster got up off his bed and made his way closer to the window, hoping to get a better look at the wintery weather but already aware of exactly how much he could see from this vantage point. Immediately opposite his window was a brick wall, obscuring any view that he may have had of the bright lights of the city in the distance. To his left and right, there were only more cell blocks, their grey exteriors standing strong as the frigid weather howled all around them. There was no opportunity to see if the snow was sticking on the ground or not, nor was there any way to see anything beyond those damn walls that surrounded his cell block. The only pleasant thing he could look at from his window was the small sliver of sky up above, a solitary reminder that he still lived on Planet Earth and not some hideous hellhole a million miles from home. 
It wasn’t much, but it was something, so Jimmy leaned forward towards the window as far as he could and craned his neck to get a better view of the heavens above. As he stared up at the tiny black strip of night sky, he watched the snowflakes descending towards him, seemingly coming right for his face before swirling away and vanishing below his cell window. In the distance, he thought he could hear a Christmas song playing, the sound of music drifting all the way from the fun-filled city and making its way here, to this place where nobody ever wanted to find themselves. But perhaps it was a daydream, and maybe there was no sound at all. 
Why would something as pure and innocent as a Christmas song ever make itself heard in a place like this?
It wasn’t the first time Jimmy had imagined that he had heard something whilst alone in his cell in the dead of night. Sometimes he thought he could hear the sound of a woman’s laughter or a rowdy group of men in a pub, but he had since realised that those sounds were simply memories from his own life when he had been free. There were no women here, and while there were plenty of men, none of them were currently enjoying themselves in a pub right now. But perhaps hearing imaginary sounds was better than hearing real ones. 
Jimmy had read a book years ago about prisoners in San Francisco’s infamous Alcatraz prison back when it had been in use, and it had detailed how the inmates would be tortured by the sounds of the revelry being enjoyed by the free residents of the city across the bay. Being so close to the bustling metropolis had meant that the inmates could hear everything, including the shouts of “Happy New Year,” when the clock struck midnight on 1st January. The idea of hearing those things had sent a shiver down Jimmy’s spine when he had read about them, and he reminded himself that it was perhaps a blessing that he couldn’t see or hear any of the things that were going on in the heart of London right now. 
The Christmas parties, and all the singing, dancing and drunken debauchery that came with them. The shops and storefronts that were packed with decorations and the rabid consumers who had purchased presents and filled the tills with incredible amounts of money. And the homes where the children were now sleeping while their parents made final preparations for the big day tomorrow. The turkey, the trimmings and the tree, all just some of the things that went into making Christmas Day the most magical time of the year. 
For Jimmy, there would be no parties, shopping or turkey dinner. The best he would get would be a mildly appetising meal and a gruff prison guard wishing him a merry Christmas before slamming his door shut and leaving him alone again for another night of darkness. But that was okay because Jimmy knew he deserved to be where he was right now. He had enjoyed his life on the outside, probably a lot more than most people ever got to enjoy theirs, but now his life was entering its final years and the good days were long gone. But before he left the window in the wall and returned to his hard mattress in the corner of his cell, Jimmy enjoyed a few more moments of watching the snow falling from the sky above. It was the purest thing that had touched this part of London in a long time and it was a reminder that there was still some good to be had, even in a place like this.
Finally, after getting his fill of the festive weather outside, Jimmy retired to his bed, crawling wearily beneath the thin sheet and giving a couple of punches to his lumpy pillow with the same hands that had been punching Jamal only a few hours earlier. When he had got himself as comfortable as he could be, the weary old gangster stared at the ceiling for a few seconds before eventually closing his eyes and allowing himself to drift off to sleep. But just before he did, he thought about all the people out there in the world right now who were currently free, able to enjoy this special time of year with their loved ones, and to eat and drink to their heart’s content. He could only hope that they all stayed on the straight and narrow, resisting the riches that a life of crime could bring and instead savouring each and every day that they were able to exist in the free world. 
Because there was no doubt about it. 
Prison was not a place anybody would like to be. 
Least of all, on Christmas Eve. 



Kathryn *
23:43
Kathryn Rice couldn’t believe it. Her dreams had come true. 
She had her daughter back home for Christmas. 
Looking at the young woman curled up on the sofa opposite her, snacking on chocolates and watching Home Alone, it was hard for Kathryn to believe that her daughter, Jessica, had been locked up in a Peruvian prison only a few days earlier. Yet here she was now, safe and sound back in Blackburn where she belonged, thousands of miles away from the country where the whole nightmare had begun back in the summer. 
It had been during Jessica’s backpacking tour of South America in July that the young British woman had been stopped at Lima Airport, searched, and found in possession of ten kilograms of cocaine. The discovery had seen her thrown into jail and had set into motion several months of sleepless nights for the whole Rice family. Kathryn and her husband had campaigned tirelessly to the politicians in Britain and Peru to show some leniency to Jessica and release her from the terrible environment that she had been thrown into after one stupid mistake. Kathryn had even ended up spending a night behind bars herself after getting a little too aggressive during a protest in the centre of London back in September. It had seemed like there was no hope of getting Jessica out of captivity and no chance of having her home for several Christmas’s to come, never mind this year’s. But then the phone had rung two nights ago, and the man on the other end of the line had informed Kathryn that her daughter would indeed be back with them in time for the special day. 
The caller had been the Foreign Minister, who was coincidentally the same person whom Kathryn had been trying to get to when she had been arrested earlier in the year. While she wasn’t sure if the high-powered politician knew that she had tried to attack him at the protest, she did know that he had been looking into Jessica’s case and working with his Peruvian counterpart to negotiate her release. The phone call had been confirmation of the news that Kathryn had dreamt about ever since she had found out that her daughter had been locked away in a notorious prison in South America. 
Jessica was being released. 
Jessica was on a plane.
Jessica was coming home. 
The tears had flowed during the phone call, and they hadn’t stopped flowing until Jessica had stepped off the plane onto British soil and fallen into the arms of her loving parents. Now she was right where she belonged, preparing to welcome in Christmas in her home in their peaceful Lancashire town. 
“Any chance I can have one of those chocolates before they’re gone?” Jessica’s father asked his daughter cheekily, referring to the box of treats that the young woman was currently gorging herself on. 
“Oh yeah, sorry,” Jessica replied, suddenly remembering that she needed to pass the box on to another person before she consumed everything inside it herself. 
Kathryn smiled as she watched the interaction between her family members, taking the time to enjoy such a sweet and innocent exchange at what was the best time of year to have such moments. Christmas Day got all the attention, but for Kathryn, it was Christmas Eve that she enjoyed the most. As the clock counted down to 25thDecember, the excitement and anticipation only built, and now it was fast approaching that marvellous date on the calendar. But before Kathryn could spend another second revelling in her cosy night in with her reunited family, she remembered that there were still a few things that needed to be done around the house. 
The presents were already wrapped and sitting under the tree, and all the decorations were hanging around the home, from the tinsel around the doors to the stockings over the fireplace. But the table was only half set for tomorrow’s meal, so Kathryn decided to take the opportunity of an advertisement break in the movie to get up and go into the dining room to complete a few more pre-Christmas dinner tasks. 
The cutlery was already out on the table, lying on the pristine white tablecloth. However, the Christmas crackers were still in their box, so Kathryn scooped up the packaging from the floor and began taking out the festive contents. Placing a cracker at the head of each place setting, she smiled at the fact that she was able to put out three of everything for tomorrow instead of just two. For the last few months, it had seemed like it was only going to be her and her husband sitting at this table for Christmas dinner, while their daughter languished in a prison cell on the other side of the world. But now the family was whole again, and Kathryn felt delighted as she put the cracker down in front of the seat where Jessica would be tucking into her turkey tomorrow. 
Kathryn had no idea how the Foreign Minister had been able to negotiate Jessica’s release with the authorities in Peru, but she was thankful that he had because she had known there had been a good chance that her daughter could have been forced to stay in South America and serve out her entire ten-year sentence for drug smuggling. While it was still hard to believe that her daughter could have been so stupid as to risk her freedom for the sake of making a few thousand pounds, Kathryn knew that the punishment had not fitted the crime. There was no way that a young woman deserved to be locked away in a shared cell with some of the most dangerous criminals in the world. 
It hadn’t just been the prospect of not seeing their daughter for so long that had terrified Kathryn and her husband, but the possibility that they may never have seen her again, such was the danger lurking around every corner in prisons like the one Jessica was held in. Ten years was not just a long time to serve out a sentence, but it was also a long time to go without falling victim to one of the many murderers who shared the environment where Jessica had been confined during her time in captivity. Kathryn and her husband had accepted that their daughter deserved some form of punishment for trying to pass through an international airport with illegal narcotics in her bag. But they had begged for her to at least be moved to a safer prison in Peru, or better still, a prison in the UK where they would be able to visit her more frequently. Only in their wildest dreams did they dare to imagine that Jessica would not only be taken out of Peru and flown home, but that her sentence for drugs possession would be quashed and she would be classed as a free woman again. 
While Kathryn could never hope to understand the intricacies of international politics, she had read the rumours online that suggested that Jessica’s release by the Peruvian authorities was only sanctioned because the South American nation was looking to improve its relationship with the UK and seal several lucrative trade agreements between the nations. However it had been done, Kathryn didn’t care. All that mattered was that Jessica was out of that foreign country and sitting on her sofa at home right now, gorging herself on chocolates and chuckling away at all the light-hearted Christmas adverts that were playing on the television. 
When she was happy with the layout of the table, Kathryn moved into the kitchen, where several pots and pans full of chopped vegetables were already sitting on the stove, just waiting to be heated up tomorrow before joining the turkey on the plate for the eagerly-anticipated Christmas dinner. 
The turkey. 
There was a brief moment of panic when Kathryn suddenly thought that she had miscalculated the time it would take to prepare it in the morning and that maybe she needed to get up earlier to begin cooking it. But then she calmed herself down again, aware that the moment of madness was simply something that most amateur chefs went through at this time on Christmas Eve, before remembering that they had successfully handled several Christmas dinners over the years and that this particular one was going to be as perfect as all the others. 
Still, it was very overwhelming to look around the cluttered kitchen and see everything that still needed to be done before the three family members were able to sit down and tuck into a hearty meal just after the Queen had made her annual speech to the nation. Besides all the veg that needed cooking, and the enormous turkey that needed to be wrapped in foil and put into the oven first thing in the morning, there were starters to prepare and desserts to be made up. 
Opening the overcrowded fridge, Kathryn peered inside at the mountain of food packed into every shelf and made a quick mental calculation of the ingredients that were in there and how she would put them all together in the morning to produce a lovely lemon tart. She had already prepared a Christmas pudding and a chocolate mousse, but she wanted to whip up one more dessert and give her loved ones the choice of another dish to fatten themselves up with before the festivities were over. 
After double-checking that she had everything she needed for the rest of the meal preparation in the morning, Kathryn went to shut the fridge door again but found that it wouldn’t close now for some strange reason. After a few more failed attempts, Kathryn realised that it was perhaps the ridiculous amount of cheese on the fourth shelf that was preventing the door from shutting so she rearranged the cheddar, brie and stilton until she was sure that she would be able to get the fridge to close this time. But still, the door refused to seal shut and Kathryn turned her attention to the bottom shelf, which was overflowing with bottles of beer and wine, as well as a particularly chunky bottle of champagne that was going to be popped in the morning over a fizzy and fun breakfast. 
Stacking the bottles precariously over the top of each other, Kathryn was able to create a little more space inside the fridge, whilst also thinking about how this particular shelf made her and the rest of her family look like alcoholics, such was the volume of beverages on display. But she knew that you could never have too many drinks at Christmas and there would be nothing worse than running out of beer or wine on Christmas Day and having nowhere to go to stock up because all the shops were shut for the holidays. As it was, Kathryn had made sure there was enough alcohol in her home to satisfy a boatload of sailors, never mind herself, her hubby and her daughter. 
She gave the fridge door another try, and finally it sealed shut, securing away the multitude of food and drinks that would be ravenously consumed just as soon as the sun came up tomorrow over this little town in the Lancashire hills. 
“Don’t open this fridge until the morning!” Kathryn called out to her family in the other room, who didn’t reply because they were too busy laughing at something on the loud television instead. But Kathryn didn’t mind because it was just nice to have all the sounds filling her home again. Anything but the silence that had filled it while she had sat here alone while her husband was in Peru trying to get their daughter out of prison. 
“Mum, the film’s back on!” Jessica shouted, and Kathryn snapped back into action, hurrying past the pans of vegetables sitting in cold water and making her way through the dining room that contained the well-presented table where the lovely meal would be enjoyed tomorrow. 
Walking back into the lounge where her husband and daughter were still sprawled out on the sofas, Kathryn saw that the film had indeed begun again, and it was getting up to one of the best bits. Kevin McCallister, the little boy who was the hero of the Home Alone movies, was in the process of preparing his house for the arrival of the two thieves who were expected to try and break in any moment now. As Kathryn retook her seat beside her husband, who had successfully managed to coax the box of chocolates out of his daughter’s grasp, she smiled at the silly but heart-warming events unfolding on screen. 
Of course, she had seen this movie many times before because it was a film that was as much a part of Christmas as turkeys, trees and tinsel. Nothing seemed to suggest this time of year more than the sight of Macaulay Culkin running around a house while two villains tried to get inside and steal his mum and dad’s possessions. But as the action unfolded on the screen, Kathryn took a moment to look at her daughter lying on the sofa across the room, transfixed by the movie and seemingly content with her life again. There was no doubt it had been an eventful year, and they had undoubtedly been lucky that it had come to a happy conclusion. Now all that remained to do was enjoy this wonderful time of year, as the snowflakes fell outside, and the laughter rippled through their home. 
Christmas had always been Kathryn’s favourite time of year. But as she sat there on the sofa with her husband and daughter while watching a small child throw cans of paint at two grown men on his staircase, Kathryn had a feeling that this was going to be the best Christmas yet. 



Mark * 
23:44
Mark Berry was determined to make this the best Christmas yet. That was because next year’s was likely to be the worst. 
His perfect little son Benjamin was likely to have succumbed to his battle with cancer by then, at least if the doctor’s grim prognosis was to be believed. But Mark also knew that he didn’t have to take the medical professional’s word for it because he could see for himself how poorly his son was becoming. His nine-year-old boy was growing weaker by the day, and his parents were acutely aware that this was going to be their last Christmas with him. 
Which is precisely why they were going to make sure this one was the best. 
Getting up off the carpet where he had spent the last half an hour doing his best to wrap a present without making a mess of it, Mark shoved a mince pie into his mouth before picking up the two carrots that were sitting on the mantelpiece. 
“Where do you want me to put these?” Mark asked his wife, Candice, as he left her to finish wrapping Benji’s presents beside the tree and made his way into the kitchen. 
“Where they usually go,” came the cheeky response from his partner of twelve years, and Mark couldn’t help but smile because his wife knew exactly what his next question was going to be.
“And where is that?”
He turned back in the doorway and saw Candice smiling at him. Her pretty face, alongside the beautifully decorated tree and the snowflakes falling outside the window behind her, made it look like a scene straight out of a picture book. Mark had learnt to savour moments like these when they came because they would be the moments he would cherish if he were ever to lose the person who was involved in them. But thankfully, there was nothing to suggest that Candice was going to disappear from his life anytime soon, which made him feel lucky, even with everything else that was going on right now. 
“Do you mean to say that you have no idea where the vegetables are kept?” 
Mark deliberately put a confused expression on his face. 
“In the back bedroom?” he suggested sarcastically. 
“Not quite,” Candice replied, rolling her eyes at her husband’s attempt at humour. “There’s a bag of them on the second shelf in the utility room.”
Mark winked at his wife before heading away to drop the two carrots back into the bag with the rest of them. He knew there were still plenty of little tasks to do before both he and his partner could get into bed and grab a few hours of sleep before Benji woke up in an excited mood, but he was already underway with one of the more enjoyable ones. 
The very important job of making it look like Father Christmas had paid a visit to this house.
Just before Benji had gone upstairs to bed, Mark and his son had been sure to leave out supplies for the famous figure who travelled all over the world on Christmas Eve with his trusty band of reindeer, delivering presents to every home in the land. They had carefully placed two mince pies, a couple of carrots and a small measure of milk on the mantelpiece above the fireplace, ensuring that Father Christmas would be able to see the snacks when he arrived and take them for himself and his reindeer. Mark knew that the first thing Benji would do in the morning when he came downstairs, even before he looked for his presents, would be to see if the snacks had gone, so he was now making sure that they were out of sight. 
After putting the carrots back where they belonged, Mark made his way back through the kitchen, which was completely full of various types of food in various stages of preparation, before re-joining his wife in front of the Christmas tree. As he sat back down on the carpet and reached for the Sellotape, he saw that they still had plenty of presents to finish wrapping yet before they could call it a night. While there hadn’t been much that Benji had asked for this year, having just been happy that he was able to spend Christmas at home instead of the hospital, Mark and Candice had made sure to get him lots of exciting things to unwrap when he came downstairs in the morning. 
Computer games. Football kits. Racing cars for the electronic track that was set up in his room. And even a small drone that he would be able to fly in the garden. Between them, Benji’s parents had spent a fortune on their little boy this Christmas, but it was still just a drop in the ocean compared to the amount they would be willing to spend if there was any way they could cure him of his terrible illness. Unfortunately, their son’s health was one thing that money couldn’t buy, and despite the doctor’s best efforts, they had known for a few months now that Benji was going to leave them in the near future. 
During his three-year battle with cancer, Benji had experienced many ups and downs, with periods of recovery mixed in with times when it seemed all was lost. But throughout it all, the little boy had never lost hope or stopped fighting, which in turn had inspired his parents to do the same thing. Unfortunately, Mark and Candice had eventually been given the news that their son’s disease was now too far advanced for him to be able to make a full recovery and therefore they had allowed him to leave the hospital and spend what remaining time he had in the comfort of his own home. 
Mark had brought his son home in October, just before Halloween, when the little boy had enjoyed his father’s attempts at turning the family abode into a haunted house full of creepy costumes and spooky settings. Not long after that, the family had enjoyed a small firework display in their back garden, where Mark had set off several pyrotechnics while Benji and his mother had watched on in amazement from the bedroom window. Early December had seen Benji celebrate his ninth birthday, and all his family and friends had come around to help him celebrate the big day, watching him blow out the candles on his cake while Mark recorded the action on his phone and Candice did her best not to let her son see how upset she was. And now it was Christmas, that time of year that always seemed to creep up on people and surprise them with the speed at which it had come around again, but nevertheless was always greatly enjoyed when it arrived. The next twenty-four hours promised to be another memorable day in the Berry household and Mark couldn’t wait to see his son’s face when he opened all his presents and saw how much Father Christmas had brought him for being a good boy this year. 
But beneath the surface, he knew he was struggling, just like his wife was, with the fact that this would most likely be the last big milestone in their young child’s life. 
It seemed incredibly unfair that anybody should have to lose their life at such a young age, least of all Mark’s beloved son, who was the happiest and most polite little boy that anybody could ever hope to meet. But Mark had learnt all too well over the last few years that life wasn’t fair and for every perfect family untouched by tragedy, there was another one that had been torn apart by things out of their control. The time for anger, denial and desperate searches on the internet for a cure had long since passed, and now Mark and his wife knew that it was time for just one thing. 
Making the most of the precious time that they had left with Benji. 
Due to their son’s declining health, any adventurous trips to places like Disneyland were off the table, never mind simply getting Benji well enough to venture out into town or anywhere else in the local area. Instead, Mark and Candice had made sure to bring the fun and excitement to their son, filling their home with nothing but love and laughter as soon as the doctors had told them that Benji was just as well off at home as he would be in the hospital. Alongside all the celebrations that had come with the annual events at the end of the year, Mark and his wife had committed to creating plenty of other fun things to keep their son smiling as the days passed by and the young boy grew weaker. Quizzes, karaoke, pizza-making, parties, and even a special video message from one of Benji’s favourite footballers. The last couple of months had flown by in a whirlwind of laughter, surprises and happiness, and while Benji knew there was nothing that his parents could do to help his ailing health, he knew full well that they loved him more than anything in the world and the way Mark saw it, that was the most important thing that a parent could show their child. 
“He’s going to love this one,” Candice said, referring to the signed football that Benji’s favourite team had kindly donated as a surprise Christmas present.  
“Yeah, I wonder which ornament he will break first with it,” Mark quipped, if only to get another smile out of his wife’s tired face. 
Candice had been incredibly strong throughout this whole ordeal, sometimes even more so than him, but Mark knew that he had to make as much effort to keep her smiling each day as he did with his son. The darkest times came when there was silence, so Mark had been making a concerted effort over the past few years to try and fill that silence with laughter from all his bad jokes. There would be time for silence, sorrow and reflection eventually, but as long as their son was still with them, Mark knew that it was his job to keep his home happy. 
The thought of what this house would be like when Benji was gone was a terrifying one, and Mark had expended a lot of energy keeping himself from dwelling on it too much, even though he knew that fateful day was coming when his son’s bedroom would sit empty and his and his partner’s hearts would be left broken. But who knew when that day would come? Not Mark, not Candice, and certainly not any of the doctors who had already expressed their surprise that Benji had endured his battle for so long. But the Berry boys were fighters, and Mark was incredibly proud of his son’s persistence and refusal to give in to the evil force that was destroying his body. 
“What was that?” Candice suddenly said, taking her hands off the wrapping paper and looking up at the ceiling above them. 
“What?” Mark asked, unaware of any sound but well aware that his wife’s hearing was a lot better than his, especially when it came to any sound that their son might have made. 
“I thought I heard something,” she said, remaining still and keeping her eyes on the ceiling from where several Christmas decorations were hanging down from. 
“I didn’t hear anything,” Mark said, slowly reaching for another piece of Sellotape while doing his best to remain quiet. 
“I might go and check on him,” Candice said, dropping the pair of scissors that were in her hand onto the carpet and going to stand up. 
“Wait, you might wake him,” Mark said, gently putting a hand on his wife’s arm to stop her getting up and going up the stairs. 
“He might already be awake.”
“Well, he’ll call us if he needs anything.”
“What if he is trying to but we can’t hear him?”
“We would hear him.”
“Would we?”
“Candice...”
“I'm going to go and check.”
“Wait...”
Mark stopped his wife before she could get up, aware that she was extremely tired, stressed and over-worried about her son, who was more than likely fast asleep right now and dreaming of all the presents that Father Christmas was on his way to give him. 
“Mark, I want to check on him.”
“Let’s just finish the wrapping, then we can go up.”
“I want to go up now. I’ll finish this later.”
“Let’s finish it then we can both go up. It’s getting late.”
“So what? It’s not as if I’m going to sleep anyway!”
Candice winced as she realised how loudly she had just spoken her last few words and Mark allowed a quiet moment to pass between them before speaking again. 
“Come here,” he said, opening up his arms and drawing his wife in closer towards him. 
As he did, Candice allowed the tears to come, the same tears she had been fighting back throughout Christmas Eve while making gingerbread men with her son and making sure she found him all of his favourite seasonal movies to watch for one last time. But now that Benji was tucked up in bed, and it was getting close to midnight, the emotion of the occasion, coupled with the exhaustion from so many years of lost sleep worrying about her son, meant that Candice was having a moment of weakness. 
Mark held on to his wife as she sobbed into his shoulder, stroking her hair and giving her however much time she needed to let this latest wave of grief pass over her. This had become a normal thing between the pair of them, each recognising when the other one was struggling and making sure they were comforted before they risked disturbing their son and allowing him to see how upset they were about the situation. Benji must have known that his parents sometimes cried, just like his parents knew that their son cried when he was in his bedroom because they had heard him a few times when they had been passing his room. But the whole family was determined to make an effort to be strong when they were all together, so tears and the fears that led to them were kept for when they would have their lowest impact on the morale of the house. 
There had been plenty of times when Mark had sobbed into his wife’s shoulder, just like she was doing into his now, and there would undoubtedly be many more times to come. All he had learned so far was that when the tears did come, it was best to let them out because then you could allow the moment to pass and go back to putting on a brave face again, until the next time everything got a little too much to bear. 
After a couple of minutes, Candice stopped crying, and she wiped her eyes whilst also making an effort to wipe the damp patch that had appeared on her husband’s t-shirt where her face had just been. But Mark didn’t care. He just thought about how beautiful his wife looked in the glow of the twinkling lights from the Christmas tree. He also thought about how lucky he was to have a wonderful son who was sleeping soundly upstairs and who would come down in the morning with the biggest smile on his face when he saw what was waiting for him. Most of all, Mark thought about how lucky he was to be able to spend this special time of year with the people he loved the most. 
He knew it was important to cherish these times. 
There was no saying when they would be taken away from him. 
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Helen Price only had to glance at the graveyard to her left to remind herself about how precious life was. As she made her way up the path towards the church at the top of the hill, her eyes were drawn to the headstones that were dotted about amongst the gloom, and she knew she could very easily have been buried there herself if fate hadn’t intervened at the last possible moment. It was now just three months since Helen had been on the brink of jumping off a bridge over the River Thames, when a life-saving stranger had pulled her back from the ledge just before her body could plummet to the murky water below. That meant that instead of lying six feet underground in the graveyard nearby, Helen was walking alongside her family as they made their way into the church to take in the annual occasion known as Midnight Mass. 
Alongside her husband, Greg, and their two teenage boys, Alex and James, Helen reached the entrance to the local church where the Reverend was greeting members of his congregation as they passed. Smiling at the pleasant old man in white robes, the Price family moved inside the chilly building until they caught sight of the pews ahead, which were already beginning to fill up with other Christians who had braved the cold weather tonight to mark the religious event that was due to begin at the moment when Christmas Eve moved into Christmas Day. Smiling and greeting a few familiar faces from their town, Helen and her family found themselves enough space in one of the pews at the back to take a seat and get comfortable before the service began. 
The wooden seats creaked and cracked beneath the bodies of the congregation members who were sitting patiently in the pews, either flicking through the Order of Service leaflets that had been left out for them to find or simply staring ahead contemplatively at the flickering candles that were dotted all around the altar at the front of the spired building. As for Helen, she found herself looking towards one of the stain-glassed windows, at what looked like a kaleidoscope of colours as both the candlelight from inside the church and the moonlight outside reflected through the glass and made the architecture of the building appear even more visually stunning. 
“I can’t believe all these people would rather be here than at home,” grumbled Alex, Helen’s elder son, and she smiled at his display of frustration. It had been hard work convincing him to join the rest of his family at the freezing-cold church on the hilltop so late on Christmas Eve, especially when there was so much warmth and comfort, never mind food, to be enjoyed at home right now. 
“I think it’s lovely,” Greg said, taking his wife’s hand and giving it a squeeze. “I’m glad we came.” 
Helen squeezed her husband’s hand back and smiled at him before watching another family taking their seats across the aisle that separated the packed pews. It had been her idea to attend the ceremony this evening, born out of her recent interest in religion and finding a higher power. It hadn’t been so long ago that Helen had been a broken woman, crumbling under the pressures of mental illness and prepared to end her own life and leave her family behind just to escape from it all. But miraculously she had been saved that day on the bridge in London, and she knew that it was down to more than just good luck that she was able to be here with her family tonight, preparing for another Christmas and all the joy and merriment that such an occasion should bring. Yes, she had been pulled back from that ledge at just the right moment by a stranger. But why had he been passing at that exact moment? 
As far as Helen was concerned, it wasn’t luck, but divine intervention. 
As Helen sat here now, wedged in between her husband on one side and her younger son on the other, she found it impossible to believe that she had ever contemplated leaving them all behind and stepping off that bridge. But one thing she had made clear to them when they had visited her in her hospital bed in London where she had been taken after the incident in September, was that she hadn’t been thinking clearly at the time. Her husband had been shocked at the turn of events, and her two sons had wept beside her after learning that they had come so close to losing their mother, but they were all well aware by now that Helen had been suffering from mental illness and no matter what had happened that day, she still loved them and wanted to be there for them. Now she had her second chance, and she was determined to make the most of it. 
She was having regular counselling sessions, she was sticking strictly to a regime of prescription drugs from her doctors, and she was exercising daily, doubling down on all the things that she had initially dismissed as being unhelpful in her battle with depression and anxiety. But without a doubt, the thing that had really helped her turn her mindset around the most was her newfound spiritual beliefs.
In her former life, Helen would never have dreamt of dragging herself and her family out into the cold on Christmas Eve, leaving behind the festive films and the tinsel-covered tree to come and take in a religious sermon at such a late hour. She even remembered scoffing once at the sight of other people doing exactly the same thing as this when she had seen a news report covering a Midnight Mass in her area on television a few years ago. She thought religion was nonsense and that going to church was not only a waste of time but worse, boring. She had never been able to understand how people could give up their Sunday mornings to sit in an old building and listen to an elderly vicar reading from an ancient book, while surrounded by depictions of historical figures. It had never appealed to her, and she had never seen much sense in it. 
Until her life had changed so dramatically that day on the bridge. 
Helen was well aware that she should be dead right now. She had gone to London in September with the intention of killing herself and ending the mental torture and anguish that had been grinding her down for years. She had climbed up onto the ledge that day and looked down at the fast-flowing water below her and known that she was soon going to feel its icy grip pulling her to its depths. And she had known that she was never going to see the faces of her family members again, no matter how much she loved them and how much it broke her heart to leave them behind. That was because someone else had been controlling her that day; a deadly and evil spirit inside her mind who was telling her to give up on life and her loved ones and let the darkness take her away. Helen had been a broken woman as she had stood on the edge of that bridge and prepared to step off into the abyss, and she knew that it had taken a miracle to keep her out of that water and still in the lives of the family members sitting beside her. 
But a miracle is exactly what had happened. 
After being pulled back from the precipitous ledge by a young man in a baseball cap and returned to the hard concrete of the pavement, Helen had been cared for by a lovely young woman called Lindsey until the paramedics had arrived. From there, she had been taken to the nearest hospital where she had been treated for numerous things, including shock, dehydration and a few cuts and bruises from hitting the concrete so hard when she had been yanked backwards. Despite her initial distress and confusion, she had ultimately seen that it was necessary to contact her husband, who had then travelled straight down to London from their home in the Midlands. She would never forget the look of hurt on his face after the doctor in the hospital ward that day had told him what had happened with his wife, nor would she forget the tears that he had cried when he had made it to her bedside and held her in his arms. Worse than that, she would never forget the worry and confusion that her teenage boys displayed when she finally returned home and sat in their house that was full of so many memories but was now a place where so much pain had been allowed to enter. Slowly but surely though, Helen had begun to put the pieces of her broken life back together again, and she now felt stronger than she had in years. Alongside the support of her family members, healthcare professionals and her newfound religious beliefs, Helen had also kept in touch with the kind young woman who had cared for her on that stormy Friday evening in London when her life had come so close to ending prematurely. 
Lindsey had travelled in the back of the ambulance with Helen that day, before leaving her contact details with a nurse to pass on to the patient when she was in a more advanced stage of recovery. While it had taken Helen a while to get around to it due to the relationships she had to mend closer to home, she had eventually reached out to the young woman to say thank you for being with her that day on the bridge. 
A couple of emails had gone back and forth between the two women, with Helen documenting her continuing improvement and Lindsey passing on her best wishes while making jokes about London life. While Helen wished she had some way of contacting the young man who had pulled her off the bridge wall before leaving so suddenly, she was grateful that she could say thank you to at least one of the people involved in saving her life that afternoon. That was why she had taken the time earlier in December to ask Lindsey for her address, before writing her a Christmas card and posting it down to the capital. It had felt nice to express her gratitude and warmth to a stranger who had already shown her so much of those qualities, and it had been even nicer when she had received a Christmas card from Lindsey in return. That card was now hanging up at home on a piece of string alongside all the other cards that the Price family had received from loved ones this month, just one more expression of love and kindness at this time of year when the very best of humanity came to the fore. As Helen sat in her hard seat in the church now, looking across the dozens of heads sitting in the pews in front of her, she found it impossible to believe that she had ever wanted to leave behind this world that held so much light and hope. 
The sound of more people entering the church behind her proved how popular this service was tonight and it made Helen smile to see that so many people could make time for something like this in a world of digital entertainment and online escapism. There were no selfies being uploaded to social media here, nor any computer games being played, or movies being streamed over a high-speed internet connection. Instead, there was family, friendship and community, all played out amongst a sea of smiling faces, shaking hands and song singing, as the small choir at the front of the church began performing a Christmas carol.
“About time we had some music,” Alex said, rubbing his hands together to keep himself warm. 
“It’s a lot better than the music we hear coming from your bedroom,” Greg replied, and Helen laughed at her husband’s joke, alongside her younger son who also loved to tease his big brother. 
“I’m glad we came,” James said, smiling at his mother and showing her that he was happy to participate in anything that would help with her continued recovery. 
“Me too,” Greg said, squeezing his wife’s hand again. 
“Yeah, it’s not so bad I suppose,” Alex admitted, which, from him, was as big a seal of approval as Helen could expect to get. 
Helen smiled at the support from her family, aware that while they might not be particularly interested in listening to a sermon tonight, they were willing to do anything that made their loved one feel better about things. 
“Thanks guys, I promise to make extra pigs in blankets for you all now,” she told them, referring to the little sausages wrapped in bacon that had become a staple of a traditional Christmas dinner and were by far the part of the meal that the three men in her family looked forward to the most. 
“Awesome!” James cried, a little too loudly for the people sitting in front of them, who turned around and looked in their direction with irritated expressions on their faces. 
“Sssshhhh,” Alex hissed, and the whole family did their best to stay quiet despite getting a fit of giggles in the very formal and very peaceful setting they found themselves in. 
As the last few remaining seats in the church were taken, Helen checked the time and saw that it was getting closer to midnight, when the service would begin and when Christmas Day would commence for all the citizens of the United Kingdom. Many children would be tucked up safely in their beds by now, dreaming of the morning when they would wake up to see if Santa had visited them. Meanwhile their parents would be busy downstairs putting the final preparations on the meal that would fill the family’s bellies after the presents had been unwrapped and the reactions had been recorded. Some people would be making their way home after an evening in a pub, festive jumpers on their torso and little red hats on their head, drunk and happy, and singing Christmas songs as they walked beneath the falling snow. And some people would be alone, perhaps happy, or perhaps struggling, and Helen spared a thought for those less fortunate than her who had no family or friends to surround themselves with at this very special time of year. But she knew that someone would be looking out for them, whether it be a kindly neighbour, community service worker or even just a stranger, much like a stranger had helped when Helen had needed one the most. 
As she heard the church doors closing and the footsteps of the Reverend making his way across the stone floor towards the altar, Helen hoped that the stranger who had come into her life and helped her at her time of need was having an enjoyable Christmas Eve right now. She had already expressed the sentiment in the card that she had sent earlier in the month, but as she sat there now, beside her husband and sons, Helen sent another internal message to the woman who had ensured that she had made it to the hospital safely after being rescued on the bridge that day. 
Merry Christmas, Lindsey. 
And thank you for helping to save my life. 



Lindsey *
23:46
Lindsey Beattie hadn’t received many Christmas cards this year, mainly because she belonged to the generation that preferred to send a simple text message over putting a piece of paper into a post box. But she had received a couple of cards from older family members, and they were now sitting on various surfaces in the bedroom of the house that she shared with three other people in this corner of London. Images of snow scenes, Christmas trees and festive fireplaces looked back at her as she lay in her bed and thought about turning off the television and going to sleep. But it was the card that sat on the top shelf of her bookcase that she found herself looking at the most. That was because it had been sent by a woman whom Lindsey had helped back in September, a complete stranger who had almost died but had been saved by the quick actions of a passer-by as well as by Lindsey staying with her until she made it to the hospital. The card was signed by Helen, and its very existence was proof that there was good in the world. 
A warm-hearted thank you. A newly developed friendship. 
A chance encounter that had meant so much. 
As the minutes continued to tick by to Christmas Day, Lindsey smiled at the thought of the woman who had sent that card, and felt pleased that everything had worked out well in the end. 
Turning her attention back to the small television in the corner of her bedroom, Lindsey watched as the hairy green creature on the screen continued to torment the citizens of Whoville, in what was one of her favourite Christmas movies. Lindsey had seen The Grinch several times in the build-up to Christmas every year, but still, she found herself being transported out of her poky bedroom in this unremarkable part of London and into the world of snowy mountains, towering trees and pretty little homes that made up the fictional town where the film took place. There was nothing like a good Christmas movie to help get you in the mood for all the fun and festivities of 25th December and Lindsey snuggled deeper under her duvet as she watched the fun unfold on screen. The only thing that would have made this situation perfect would have been if she had been snuggling beside her boyfriend, Diego, but not all her Christmas wishes had come true, and her man was working away in his office across London right now instead of spending this special night with her. 
Lindsey knew how hard Diego was continuing to work in pursuit of his career goal of becoming a partner at the law firm where he had worked for so long, but she had at least hoped he would have been able to spend Christmas Eve with her rather than be buried in a ton of paperwork at the office. Alas, it was not to be, and Lindsey was alone again, waiting for her man to finish work and come home, which seemed to be something she spent a lot of time doing ever since they had first got together after meeting in the Underground in June. 
Fishing around under the duvet for her mobile phone, Lindsey eventually managed to retrieve the device and checked the time on it, before typing out a message to her boyfriend that would hopefully convince him that he should call it a night and hurry back to her warm bed in time for Christmas. 
Hey Grinch. How’s work going? Miss you xx
Lindsey pressed send on the message before returning her phone to the mattress and resting her head back down on her pillow. She had taken to referring to her boyfriend as the Grinch ever since he had told her that he wouldn’t be able to spend Christmas Eve with her because he had to work late instead. While he hadn’t been aware of what his new nickname meant when she had first used it, Lindsey had quickly informed him that it meant he was somebody who hated Christmas. While she had used the reference in jest and continued to do so, she did feel that it was partly true. She understood that Diego had to work long hours in his job, but surely there was room for a little dispensation on Christmas Eve. Lindsey found it hard to believe that all the lawyers in Diego’s office were still toiling away at their desks tonight instead of spending time at home with their family or friends. Surely, Diego’s work could wait until after the holidays, or at least until the new couple had enjoyed a bit of time together. Yet Diego had been adamant that he had to work late tonight, and he hadn’t been lying. 
It was approaching midnight, and he was still not back. 
Lindsey suddenly had the worrying thought that her boyfriend might have gone back to his own flat instead of coming to hers as agreed beforehand, but she quickly dismissed it. Diego had promised her that he would sleep at hers tonight so she knew he would keep to that agreement. The only problem was, she didn’t know when he was going to get here. 
Checking her phone, she saw that he hadn’t replied to her text message, meaning he was still more than likely drowning in a sea of legal documents instead of travelling back across the city to where she was waiting for him. Letting out a sigh of frustration, Lindsey gave up on the film and used the remote control to turn it off, removing the source of light in her room and leaving her in darkness.
This hadn’t turned out to be the Christmas Eve that she had hoped for. 
Lindsey’s three housemates were either out in London somewhere drinking, or had returned to their parents’ homes for the holidays, and Lindsey slightly regretted not opting for either one of those options herself. She would surely be having a lot more fun now if she were in a busy bar somewhere or simply curled up on the sofa at her family home, where the fridge was guaranteed to be well stocked, and the heating system was much better than the one that was installed in this chilly flat. Instead, Lindsey had told her parents that she would be staying in London for Christmas, while also declining all invitations to festive parties with her friends in the capital, in the expectation of spending her first Christmas Eve with her new man. That had been until Diego had broken the news at the last minute that he was going to have to work late tonight, leaving Lindsey home alone at Christmas time. But unlike for the character from the film with the same name, being home alone for Lindsey was not an action-packed experience. Rather, it was fairly dull, and not even a couple of Christmas movies had helped her to pass the time easily tonight. 
She knew she still had the option of texting one of her many friends and finding out where they were right now, giving her the chance to throw on some clothes and rush out into the cold to grab one or two drinks before returning home in the early hours of Christmas morning. But Lindsey wasn’t really in the mood for being in a packed bar now, nor did she fancy drinking alcohol when she was already in a tired and grumpy state. The best thing to do now would be to go to sleep and be well rested for the busy day tomorrow, only waking up when her boyfriend finally came back and knocked on her front door. 
The plan for Christmas Day was to have dinner in a pub in Central London before she and Diego would meet up with a few of her friends for a house party in the evening, which promised to be a very boozy affair and was also one of the reasons Lindsey had been quite happy to forgo drinking tonight, in order to save herself for the punishment that her liver would be taking tomorrow. There was no doubt that Christmas Day would be fun, and she was thankful that Diego’s office would be closed tomorrow, meaning he couldn’t work even if he wanted to. But for Lindsey, it was just a shame that Christmas Eve hadn’t gone to plan, and she wondered how many special evenings would be spoiled in the future by her partner’s incessant need to work. 
At just twenty-three, Lindsey had not expected to find herself in such a serious relationship as her current one. Yet ever since meeting Diego, she had fallen in love fast, and she had never been happier, surprising herself with how much she actually enjoyed being one half of a couple, walking hand in hand and sharing intimate meals in cosy, candlelit restaurants. But there was no doubt that Diego’s long and unsociable hours at work were putting a strain on the otherwise happy couple, and Lindsey feared that it would be a long time before the problem resolved itself, if at all. Diego was working flat out to achieve his goal of becoming a partner and Lindsey had no doubt that he would attain that target based on his outstanding work ethic and drive. But she was also aware that simply becoming a partner at the law firm would not mean an end to the long hours. Rather, it would probably result in even more demands being placed on her boyfriend’s time, leaving Lindsey to spend many more nights on her own. 
She had broached the subject a couple of times with Diego, voicing her concerns about not seeing him enough and her dismay at how many times he had to cancel plans with her in order to work late. She had felt bad doing so, knowing that he was working hard whenever he was away from her and not just getting drunk in the pub with his mates or watching football at his flat, but still, she wanted to see more of him, and she wanted him to know that. But Diego had become defensive when she had brought it up with him and the only times the happy couple argued had been when they had discussed Diego working less and being with Lindsey more. 
Not wanting to rock the boat too much, Lindsey had always looked to diffuse the argument before it went too far, agreeing with her man that he needed to work these long hours to get to where he needed to be in his life. But in doing so, she wasn’t solving her problem right now, which was that she felt like she hardly ever saw her boyfriend because he was always working so damn much.
It was a vicious cycle of frustration, arguments and concessions on her part, interspersed with the happy times when the pair of them were actually together and able to have some fun in each other’s company. Lindsey had no desire or intention to end the relationship, not least because she loved Diego, but also because he had warned her when they first met that he did have a demanding job and would be required to do plenty of overtime in order to fulfil the highly-paid role he had at the law firm. Therefore, she couldn’t really argue too much because she had gone into the relationship with her eyes wide open due to Diego’s honesty. If she didn’t want to end it and go back to being single, then she simply had to learn to live with the situation, instead of allowing it to darken what had otherwise been a very loving and fun-filled relationship. After all, she knew that Diego loved her, and he was more than happy to spend a large chunk of his sizeable income on showing Lindsey exactly how much he cared about her. Fine dining in posh restaurants. Tickets to all of her favourite theatre performances. Clothes. Handbags. A beautiful set of sparkly earrings. And even a trip to Singapore back in the summer, when he had whisked her away for several days of sight-seeing in the stunning Asian country. 
All her friends were jealous, and even her family members had remarked on Diego’s generosity to her, so she could hardly complain too much about him working when it was that very job that was paying for all those wonderful things. While Lindsey worked hard in her job as a recruitment consultant, she did not get paid anywhere near as much as her boyfriend did, so she knew she would not have been able to experience all those lovely restaurants and theatre shows, never mind a whirlwind trip to Singapore, if she had been relying on her wage alone. But she wasn’t with him for the money, as good as it was to have a wealthy partner. She was with him because he made her smile, laugh and feel sexy, and most of all, make her feel like she had somebody who she could really depend on in London, which was a fast-paced city, home to many people who simply didn’t care about the plight of anyone other than themselves. That was why she cherished the Christmas card from Helen so much. It was proof to Lindsey that she was still capable of kindness to strangers and therefore still untainted from having lived in a city like this for the past few months. 
Closing her eyes, Lindsey pushed all the negative thoughts out of her mind and focused on the moment when Diego would finally make it back to her flat. She would greet him at the door with a hug and a kiss before pulling him into her bed and feeling the warmth of his body on her skin. So what if he had to work late on Christmas Eve? There were plenty of people alone right now, and they were doing just fine, and not all of them had a hunky man coming back to their bed at the end of the day. As she started to drift off to sleep, Lindsey’s lips curled into a smile at the thought of her boyfriend and the fun they were going to have on Christmas Day. The food. The party. The moments under the mistletoe. 
How exciting. 
But before she could fall asleep, Lindsey was startled awake again by what she thought was the feeling of her mobile phone vibrating in the bed beside her. Opening her eyes again, she reached under the duvet for her phone, expecting to see a message from Diego telling her that he had finished work and was on his way home. 
But it was a false alarm. There was no message on her screen. She must have just imagined it. 
Never mind. 
Lindsey put her phone down again and closed her eyes, determined that the next time she opened them, Diego really would be on his way back to her. 



Diego *
23:47
Diego Olivera checked the time on his watch as he made his way through the crowd of people that were packed inside this festive pub in Central London. When he did, he saw that it was much later than he had expected it to be but, as far as he was concerned, the night was still young. However, it was getting a little late for his waiting girlfriend, so he stepped to the side and took out his mobile phone, planning to send a quick text message to Lindsey before he continued on his way. 
As he looked at his phone screen, he saw that there was already a message waiting for him. 
Hey Grinch. How’s work going? Miss you xx
Diego rolled his eyes and unlocked his phone, his fingers typing across the screen as he composed his response.
Hey babe. Really sorry but I’ve still got a bit to do at the office. I don’t want to wake you so I’ll just go back to my place and I’ll see you in the morning. D xx
He was just about to press send when he was interrupted by a very loud, and very drunk, woman wearing a Santa hat. 
“There you are!” the woman cried, slapping Diego on the arm and almost spilling her glass of Prosecco in the process. “I thought you’d left me!”
Diego smiled, amused by the eagerness of the woman he had been chatting to earlier in the night but also covering up the fact that he had actually been planning on leaving this bar, and the inebriated woman, behind. It wasn’t that he hadn’t enjoyed their earlier interaction, nor that he didn’t find her attractive. It was just that he had an urge to get to one of the secretive underground clubs that he liked so much, where he would pay to be locked inside a room with a woman who was much more sexual than the one standing in front of him right now. 
“I’m still here,” Diego replied with a sly grin as he slipped his mobile phone back into his black trousers, having not yet sent his reply to Lindsey. 
“I can see that,” the woman replied. “It looks like you need another drink. Come on.”
She took Diego by the hand and led him through the busy room towards the bar, where several people in Christmas jumpers and Santa hats were already trying to get served. 
“What are you having?” the woman asked him as she tried to get the attention of the bartender who was currently pouring a pint of lager while sporting a ridiculous set of reindeer antlers on his head.  
“I’m not sure I want another one,” Diego replied, still rather keen to get out of this venue, which was strictly for drinking alcohol, and into one where he could explore another of his vices. 
“It’s Christmas Eve! You have to get a drink!” 
The over-zealous woman managed to use her beauty and her loud voice to get the bartender to come towards her, and he took her order, despite there being several people around her who had been waiting much longer than she had been. 
Diego could see several men at the bar look in his direction with frustrated expressions on their faces, annoyed that he had been served sooner than them, but probably also annoyed that Diego was standing with a beautiful woman and they weren’t. But that was just the way it was in these kinds of places. 
Either you were drunk and with somebody, or you were drunk and looking to get with somebody. 
But Diego wasn’t drunk, and while he was with somebody, he wasn’t planning on spending the night with her. That wasn’t because he had a girlfriend waiting for him elsewhere, but because he knew he could have a lot more fun if he paid for it. But the woman who was currently buying him a drink now was very persistent, and Diego was starting to entertain the idea of just taking her back to his place tonight and saving himself a load of money on the sex workers whom he would normally have been spending Christmas Eve with. 
This woman’s name was April, and they had got chatting earlier in the night when Diego had arrived here with a few of his colleagues from the law firm where he had been working all day. The co-workers had knocked back a couple of pints to round off what had been a busy day in the office, and it had been while Diego was standing with the guys that he had noticed the two girls nearby. He must have caught their eyes too because they had both quickly ventured over and introduced themselves, wishing him a merry Christmas and making it clear that they were out on the town tonight to have some fun. 
Diego had chatted with the girl who had introduced herself as April, while her friend Katie had talked with his colleagues, and it had been going well, or at least as well as it could have done considering all the men in the conversation were in serious relationships and had wives or girlfriends waiting for them at home. After much banter and another round of drinks, the guys had made their excuses and prepared to leave, with Diego being no different. But as his colleagues had headed for the exit, Diego had told them he was going to visit the toilets, wishing them all a happy holiday and a pleasant time with their partners and families. But that had simply been an excuse to lose them, so he didn’t have to pretend to get into a taxi and go home. That was because to them, Diego was the same as they were, encumbered by a relationship and forced to stop drinking and flirting with the two girls in the pub and made to go home to where they should be. 
But Diego was definitely not like that.
He was very different. 
But it was important that he kept up his persona as a young and ambitious man who was in a relationship with the pretty girl called Lindsey, simply because it made him look better in the eyes of his employers and colleagues. Being seen as a loyal boyfriend, or even better, a loyal family man, was the surest way for him to get to the top of the tree at the law firm, alongside all the hard work that he put in. But now that Diego’s colleagues had left, the lawyer was free to be himself. 
Debauched. 
Depraved. 
And single. 
“Here you go!” April said, thrusting another beer into Diego’s hands. 
“You’re very persuasive,” he replied, taking a sip of the cold, frothy liquid. 
“I know!” April cried, before handing him another drink on top of that. 
It was a shot of something clear and foul-smelling, which Diego instantly recognised as tequila. 
April was definitely out to party tonight.
“I’m not doing shots,” Diego told her, looking to hand the shot glass back to her quickly. 
“Yes, you are,” April replied, picking up her own shot glass from the sticky bar and clinking it against his. “Merry Christmas!”
April downed her shot quickly whilst Diego was able merely to pretend he had drunk his, pouring most of it onto the floor instead of down his throat, and saving himself the sickly burning sensation that he knew would have accompanied it. He knew he couldn’t afford to drink too much tonight and end up with a hangover tomorrow, otherwise Lindsey would realise he had been drinking and therefore lying to her about working late in the office. It was imperative that she never suspected a thing about what he really got up to when he told her he was working late. 
Imperative. 
“Woo!” April cheered, losing the red and white hat from her head and bending down to scoop it up off the floor before anybody else tried to claim it. 
“What happened to your friend?” Diego asked her, referring to the girl he had been introduced to called Katie, who had barely left April’s side all night but was now nowhere to be seen. 
“She’s around here somewhere,” April replied, looking around the crowded pub for any sign of her friend. “She was chatting to a guy.”
“I’m sure she was,” Diego remarked quietly, amused by how drunk and fun-loving the two girls were. Another man might have considered himself lucky to be enjoying shots and beers with a pretty woman in a Santa hat on Christmas Eve, but Diego needed a lot more than this to excite himself. He checked his watch again, aware that it was getting ever later, and he still hadn’t made it to one of his favourite clubs yet. If he left it much longer, his favourite worker might not be available, and that would be rather disappointing. 
He wanted his Christmas present, after all. 
But then he looked at April again and realised he could easily just spend the night with her, meaning he wouldn’t have to head across the city in a taxi to the club, which would save him a small fortune on transport as well as on the services he would inevitably pay for once there. Sure, a night with this woman wouldn’t be as exciting as a night with a professional, but the longer he stayed here and the more beer he drank, the more he felt like it was a viable option, which made what April said next sound even better. 
“What do you say we finish these and go back to mine?” she asked him, raising her eyebrows at him as she sipped from her own pint of beer. 
“You sure?” Diego asked, playing the ever-respectful gentleman. 
“I’m sure,” April replied, and then she leaned in towards him for a kiss. 
Diego felt the woman’s lips on his and enjoyed the kiss, even with the strong aroma of perfume and tequila that accompanied April when she moved closer towards him. 
“I know what you’re thinking,” April said with a mischievous grin on her face. 
“Oh yeah? What’s that?”
“You’re thinking Christmas has just come early.”
Diego couldn’t help laughing at the terrible joke and April winked at him, before taking another hearty glug of her beer. It was surprising how much alcohol this slight woman was able to put away, but then again, like she had said several times, it was Christmas. Everyone in this pub tonight was drinking more than they should do, but it was the holidays, and there was something about the festive season that seemed to give everybody permission to overdo it. Whether it was the music, the decorations or simply the fact that everybody got to enjoy an extra couple of days off work, the Christmas period was always the booziest time of year. 
“Hey, there she is,” April suddenly said, waving her arms in the air and shouting over Diego’s shoulder. “KATIE!”
Diego winced at the volume of her voice, as well as the feeling of a bulky man budging up against him from the side, and it was those two things that at least reassured him that he was far from being drunk himself tonight. The fact that he was getting irritated by noise levels and the close proximity of strangers was proof that he was still relatively sober because if he had been drunk, he simply wouldn’t have cared about those things. 
No drunkenness meant no hangover, which meant that as long as he brushed his teeth in the morning, Lindsey would never know what he had been doing tonight. 
Turning around to see where April was looking, Diego saw Katie walking towards them, stumbling slightly as she moved and spilling what was left of her glass of wine onto the alcohol-soaked floor. 
“Hey, there you are!” Katie cried, greeting April and grinning at the man whom her best friend had picked up this evening. “The queue for the toilets is massive!”
“I know babe. That’s why I sneaked into the gents instead,” April replied and she and Katie laughed, while Diego stood in between them, sober, yet pretending to be having just as much fun as they were. 
“Hey, did you get another drink?” Katie cried when she noticed the half-full pints of lager in both April’s and Diego’s hands. 
“Yeah, we might have done, sorry,” April replied. “I thought you were busy chatting to a guy.”
“I was, but he left. Said he had to be up early tomorrow morning. Urgh, annoying.”
“Well it is Christmas I suppose,” Diego interjected helpfully, but Katie ignored him and looked at the busy bar ahead of her.
“I might get another drink. You guys want one?” Katie said as she started to move towards it. But April flashed Diego a nervous look, and he knew that she was preparing to try and let her friend down gently. 
“Erm, we’re okay actually. We were thinking of heading off after these.” 
“What?” Katie cried, looking at Diego as if he had just ruined her Christmas by stealing her best friend away from her. Which he pretty much had. 
“Sorry babe, you know I love you but...” April said, before using her eyes to try and subtly tell her friend that she really wanted to go home and sleep with the handsome stranger she had been talking to for most of the night. 
“I don’t believe this. You’re going to leave me!” Katie replied, a little too loudly, making Diego again realise how much more sober he was compared to these two women. 
“I’m sorry babe, but I thought you had found your own guy. And you know how shit this year has been for me. I need this!”
Diego had no idea what April was referring to, but he did find it amusing that the two women were now just talking as if he wasn’t actually standing with them right now. 
“I know. I’m sorry. Of course, you have fun. It’s not your fault I can’t pull anybody of my own,” Katie said sullenly.
“Don’t be silly! You’re gorgeous!” April told her, before nudging Diego on the arm. “Tell her how gorgeous she is.”
“Err, yeah, you’re gorgeous,” Diego said, shrugging his shoulders and starting to regret choosing to stay here over going to the club. 
“See! You can find yourself a man tonight, no problem!” April exclaimed, gesturing to the busy bar that was undoubtedly full of men who would happily go home with Katie. 
“I suppose. But I’ve lost my wingman now,” Katie replied, referring to the fact that her best friend was about to leave with Diego. 
“You don’t need me. Not with your good looks. Now get out there, find a guy to buy you a drink and have the best Christmas Eve ever!” April said, before giving her friend a hearty hug. 
“Fine, you guys have fun. And text me later!” Katie said to April, before turning and heading back into the heaving crowd.
“You think she’ll be alright?” Diego asked, playing the part of the polite gentleman again. 
“She’ll be absolutely fine,” April replied, before downing her pint and dropping the empty glass back onto the bar behind her. “Now hurry up and finish that so we can get out of here.”
Diego looked down at the lager still sitting in his pint glass. He really didn’t feel like drinking it down in one go. But April clearly wasn’t going to let him leave before he’d finished it, so he closed his eyes and gulped it down. 
No sooner had he finished it, April had taken the glass and put it onto the bar beside hers, before taking him by the hand and leading him through the sea of patrons and out towards where the taxis were waiting outside. 



Katie
23:48
Katie Wells had just lost her partner in crime. April was on her way out of the door with the handsome man she had met tonight, meaning Katie was left all alone in the bar full of strangers. 
While she was pleased that her best friend had snared herself a guy this evening, Katie couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed to lose April’s company so early, especially when it wasn’t even midnight yet. In precisely twelve minutes, the boisterous patrons in this boozy pub would raise their glasses and put their arms around their loved ones as they heralded the beginning of Christmas Day. But Katie had no one to put her arms around now, nor did she have anyone to raise a drink with. 
She didn’t even have a drink at all. 
Deciding to do something about that particular problem, Katie headed for the bar, not allowing the fact that she was now on her own to dampen any of the fun that was still hopefully ahead of her this evening. As she squeezed her way past several bony elbows and stiff shoulders and made it to the bar, she knew that the easy thing to do now would be to go home and get some sleep. It would be much simpler to cut her losses and leave this pub than it would be to stay on alone and try and get into a conversation with somebody else here. But Katie was experienced enough when it came to situations like this to know that going home early, even if you were on your own, was not the answer. No funny stories ever came from doing that. Instead, the answer was to stay out, get another drink and keep a smile on your face, because it would only be a matter of time until the night took a positive turn again. 
“Can I get you a drink?”
Katie heard a male voice beside her and turned in its direction, surprised at how quickly that positive turn had actually come about. But that was why it was important to stay. 
Because a single girl alone in a busy bar would not be alone for long. 
Facing the man who had just asked the question, Katie immediately noticed that he was much shorter than her, which was not a good start. Not only that, but he seemed to have a bit of a wonky left eye, which made it hard to tell which way he was looking. And to top it all off, he was wearing a Star Trek t-shirt with Mr Spock’s face emblazoned across it. 
This was hardly the tall, dark and handsome stranger whom Katie had envisioned herself meeting when she had left home this evening. 
“Sorry?” Katie asked the man as if in doubt that he had been speaking to her a moment ago. 
“I said, can I get you a drink?” repeated the man, who by now was already going by the name of Spock in Katie’s mind. 
“Erm...” Katie began, trying to weigh up the pros and cons of accepting his offer in the next two seconds. The pros would be that she would save money, get a free drink in her hand and have somebody to talk to for a little while. But the cons would be that it would be this person whom she would have to talk to for a little while. 
Bloody Spock and his dodgy eye. 
But despite her misgivings, she appreciated the confidence it had taken for this man to approach her. Despite his diminutive height, bad taste in fashion and inability to look at her straight, he was the only one in this pub who had plucked up the courage to do so, which meant that it would be unfair to simply dismiss him so soon without giving him a chance.
“That would be lovely, thank you. I’ll have a vodka and orange.”
The man smiled, revealing a slightly chipped tooth, before turning back to the bar and getting the bartender’s attention so he could place his order for two drinks. As he did, Katie just wished she had seen the tooth sooner because that was one thing she really couldn’t stand. 
Bad teeth. 
Comparing him to the man April had attracted tonight, Katie could see that she was not exactly operating on the same level right now. 
As Spock fished in his baggy jeans for what turned out to be a Velcro wallet, Katie wondered how long she would have to make small talk with him without seeming rude. A vodka and orange wasn’t cheap in London, so ten minutes maybe? Fifteen tops? 
“Here we go,” Spock said, handing Katie her drink. “Merry Christmas.”
Katie smiled and clinked her glass against the one he held that was housing whiskey and cola. 
“Are you here with friends?” Katie asked, wondering if he might be mates with the tall, dark and handsome stranger who hadn’t yet come into her life. 
“I was, but they all left. They can’t handle their drinks like me,” Spock replied, flashing her what he presumably thought was a mischievous grin but not quite pulling it off with the chipped tooth and wonky eye. 
“Oh, really?” Katie replied, sipping her drink and wishing April was still with her right now. 
She was glad that her best friend was undoubtedly having a better time than she was at this moment because April definitely deserved it after what she had been through this year. Poor April believed she had found love with a gorgeous guy called Joe in the summer, only to find out that he was a sex attacker. As if that wasn’t crazy enough, he had been named as one of the victims killed in the terrorist attack in Battersea Park in November.
April was certainly due some luck when it came to men. 
Katie had been mortified when she had found out about what Joe had done, but not as mortified as April had been, and ever since the relationship had ended, poor April was finding it tough to put on a brave face. Katie had noticed how much alcohol April had been consuming over the past few months ever since things had ended with Joe, but she couldn’t really blame her. April’s way of dealing with things had always been to get drunk and throw herself at a guy and tonight had been no different. Katie knew that April would much rather be in a loving relationship with a stable boyfriend than heading off home with some stranger she had just picked up in a bar, but unfortunately, life had dealt her different cards. 
While it was fun to have her best friend single again, Katie ultimately just wanted only happiness for April, as much as she wanted it for herself. The booze, the hangovers and the one-night stands were starting to get old, just like the pair of friends were now that they had reached thirty, and no longer did it seem such a bad thing to have a quiet night in with a guy you could depend on. 
The only problem was finding that guy first. 
As much as Katie appreciated the free drink and the confidence of the man beside her, she knew full well that he was not going to be the one to end her string of dating disasters and get her to settle down, instead of running around town getting drunk and looking for love. 
“Thank you for the drink,” Katie said, after they had exchanged a few more inane and somewhat awkward pleasantries. “But I need to be getting back to my friends.”
It was a lie, but Katie had to say something, otherwise she was in danger of spending the rest of Christmas Eve with Spock, who was pleasant enough, but not the person she had come out tonight to find. 
“Oh, okay,” Spock replied, holding out his hand for her to shake goodbye. 
Katie smiled, aware of how cute this polite young man was, before shaking his hand and turning away. He would probably make someone a fantastic husband one day. 
But not her. 
Heading back through the busy pub, Katie kept her eye out for someone else who was more her type. There had to be someone here who would take her fancy, amongst the sea of Christmas jumpers, pint glasses and strong aftershave. 
Then she saw him. 
He was leaning against the wall on the opposite side of the room. Stylish hair. Nice eyes. At least 6ft tall. A smart blue shirt. No ring on the finger of the hand that was holding his drink. 
And no other woman beside him. 
It was time to move in for the kill. 
Katie made her way towards the object of her desire, hoping that she really was looking as cute and attractive as she believed herself to be in her mind’s eye. But just before she could reach him and say hello, she felt somebody bump into her, which in turn caused her to spill her entire drink down herself. 
Feeling the liquid soaking through her blouse and into her skin underneath, Katie looked down and saw with horror that she was now sporting a bright orange stain across her chest. Turning in the direction of where the intrusion had come from, Katie saw another woman beside her, who was extremely drunk and had obviously not been paying attention to anybody around her. 
“Hey!” Katie cried, tapping the woman on the arm. “You just barged into me!”
The woman turned around, took one look at Katie and the orange stain on her blouse, and simply laughed, before turning back to her friends. 
But that was not the reaction Katie would have advised her to take. 
“Hey!” Katie called again, this time taking the woman by the arm and spinning her around. “Look what you did. Are you going to say sorry?”
The woman pulled a face while pulling her arm away from Katie. 
“You’ll get over it,” the woman replied, before rolling her eyes at her friends, who all seemed to be just as ignorant to Katie’s plight as the person who had caused it. 
But Katie wasn’t going to let such rudeness go unpunished. 
Whether it was because of all of the alcohol in her system, the fact that she was on her own or simply just because she couldn’t stand rude people, Katie found herself pushing the woman, in turn causing her to then spill her entire drink over herself too. 
“What the hell are you doing?” the woman shouted, loudly enough to get the attention of the two men in black uniforms standing in the corner, who were making sure the evening was passing peacefully for everyone inside this pub. 
The woman went to push Katie back, and by the time the security staff were able to intervene, both women were fighting like wild animals. 
Before she knew it, Katie was taken by the arm and led out of the pub, being deposited outside by one of the burly men in black, while the other one took care of her rival. 
“Hey, that’s not fair! She bumped into me!” Katie cried to the security guard, but her pleas fell on deaf ears as he simply turned and walked back inside, but not before giving her a look that told her that she would be foolish to try and get back in again tonight. 
“This is ridiculous! Look at me!” Katie shouted, pulling at her stained blouse as if that would appease the security staff and make them feel sorry enough for her to allow her back in. But she knew the game was up. There was no way to get back inside a pub that you had just been thrown out of. Not even for someone as pretty as her. 
“I don’t believe this,” Katie muttered to herself as she turned away from the sounds of music and laughter inside the pub and looked up at the cold, dark street ahead. 
This was not how she imagined her Christmas Eve going. Instead of having fun with her best friend and maybe getting off with a cute guy, she was now alone and covered in orange juice, and it wasn’t even midnight yet. 
Merry Christmas. 
Walking away from the pub, Katie definitely felt the effects of the alcohol inside her more now that she was out of such a fun environment and thrown into a quieter, more sobering one. Yes, she was tipsy, but she had been planning on having plenty more to drink before the night was out. 
She didn’t want to go home yet. 
And she didn’t want to go home alone. 
Taking out her mobile phone, Katie thought about who she could call and where she could go at this hour. There would still be places open, but how far away were they? And who could she call so that she wouldn’t just be drinking alone when she got there?
Scrolling through her phone while continuing to stumble along the street, Katie thought about calling a guy she had met a few weeks earlier. He had just been a one-night stand, nothing special, but she knew that he liked to go out around here and she figured he was as good a person as any to try and meet up with now. 
Holding her phone to her ear, Katie heard the ring tone as she waited for the guy to pick up. Still walking on, she passed a busy kebab shop before turning the corner and moving onto a quieter road, which was devoid of any people simply because there were no places to eat or drink here. 
Finally, the guy answered, but all that came down the phone was loud music and the hum of several voices. 
“Hello?” Katie called into her phone, straining to hear the person at the other end of it. 
The guy was obviously out in a bar or club somewhere, which was promising for her, but the fact that she couldn’t hear a word he was saying was not helping the situation. 
“Can you hear me?” she tried again, but all she got in return was the same loud music and the same barrage of voices, the cacophony of sound making it impossible to hold any kind of conversation like this. 
“Damn it,” Katie said to herself, as she ended the call. 
Still not prepared to give up entirely, she began to type out a text message to the guy, asking him where he was and if he wanted to meet up. But she continued to walk as she texted, and with her head down looking at her phone screen, she failed to see that she was about to step off the edge of the pavement. 
The sudden drop beneath her caused Katie to stumble, and her mobile phone went flying out of her hands, spinning through the air before clattering down onto the hard concrete ahead of her. 
“Noooo!” Katie cried, rushing towards where her device lay on the frosty ground and worrying that she had shattered her phone screen. 
But just before she could pick it up, she saw a hand reach down and take the phone for itself. 
Looking up, Katie saw a smiling man holding the device, wiping it on the sleeve of his suit jacket before handing it back to her. 
“Don’t worry, it’s not broken,” the man said in an Eastern European accent. “I guess this is your lucky night.”



Valentin *
23:49
Valentin Morozov kept smiling at the pretty woman in the red Santa hat whom he had just encountered on the quiet street. She was busy checking her phone for any sign of damage, but he was busy sizing her up and assessing whether she was somebody who would fit the profile of his next victim. 
By the time the woman looked up from her phone, he had already decided that she was. 
“Thanks,” the woman said, sliding her phone back into her pocket. “I thought I’d smashed the screen again.”
“Fortunately not,” Valentin said, and he was feeling fortunate himself right now. 
He had come out tonight, on this chilly Christmas Eve, to satisfy his urge to kill. He wanted to give himself an early Christmas present, and by the looks of things, he was just about to get everything that he wanted. 
A drunk, slight woman, alone from the crowd and completely defenceless to prevent what he was going to do to her. 
Merry Christmas indeed. 
“I’m Valentin,” he said, extending his hand out towards her. 
“Katie,” she replied, and he felt the softness of her hand as she shook his own. 
“Let me guess, your Christmas Eve hasn’t exactly gone to plan so far?” he inquired, lowering his eyes to refer to the bright orange stain across her chest. 
“Not exactly. I just got thrown out of a pub.”
“I didn’t know they weren’t allowing pretty girls inside anymore?” Valentin quipped, amusing himself with the cheesy comment before reminding himself that he really should begin to steer things towards a much more serious outcome.
Katie laughed before shaking her head. 
“Some girl bumped into me and made me spill my drink. I guess I overreacted a little but...”
“It’s a nice blouse. I’d be mad too if somebody made me spill orange juice all over myself.”
Valentin saw Katie’s eyes instinctively look at the clothes he was wearing, and he allowed her to take in the splendour of his tailored suit. At just over £3,000, he knew he looked good right now. Cold, but good. 
He had forgone his winter coat this evening because he didn’t want it to hamper his movements when he encountered a potential victim. He needed flexibility and range, and while his thick coat kept him warm, it didn’t allow for much movement. But his suit did. Having spent much of his adult life pouring his body into suits like this one, his chosen attire was almost like a second skin for him. 
Yes, he was cold standing here on the street as the snowflakes drifted down upon him, but he felt free and loose, and that was all he needed in order to do what he had planned tonight. But he knew that Katie must be even colder than him right now, and while the Santa hat was probably keeping her head warm, the rest of her was shivering in her skimpy attire. 
“I’m on my way to a bar,” Valentin said, beginning the pretence that he hoped would lead to him standing over Katie’s bloodied body. “There are not many places open around here at this time, but I know a good spot. If you don’t want your night to be over so soon, maybe you could come along?”
He studied Katie’s reaction, wondering if she was going to make things easy or difficult for him over the next few moments. There was nobody else on this street besides them right now, and he knew he could just kill her here, but they were quite exposed.
He would prefer to get her somewhere more secluded. 
He had just the perfect alleyway in mind.
“Where is it?” Katie asked, clearly a little unsure whether she should just follow this stranger into the night, which of course she shouldn’t, because her common sense should tell her that was not a good idea. But Valentin knew common sense didn’t come into it once alcohol and loneliness had entered the equation. 
“It’s five minutes from here, just up the street,” Valentin replied, pointing down the quiet and soon-to-be snow-covered road.
“I don’t know. I should probably just go home.”
“Nonsense. It’s Christmas Eve! And it’s almost midnight. You should welcome in Christmas day with a drink in your hand, not sitting by yourself in the back of a taxi.”
Valentin smiled again, hoping to reinforce to the woman how safe and friendly he appeared to be. 
“True. But I probably won’t get in looking like this,” Katie said, referring to her stained blouse. 
“It won’t be a problem. I know the guys on the door. They’ll let you in,” Valentin lied. 
Not only did he not know the guys on the door, but there wasn’t even a bar. It was all fiction, a figment of his imagination dreamt up as a way of getting Katie off this street and into that alleyway that he knew was only metres away from here. 
The only question he had now was, would he be killing her on Christmas Eve, or would she manage to delay him enough to make it into the first few minutes of Christmas Day?
“Hmmm, it’s tempting,” Katie said, clearly torn between going home or continuing on with her night with the handsome gentleman who had just picked her phone up off the floor. “What kind of bar is it?”
“Well it’s more of a club than a bar,” Valentin replied, shifting his story slightly in a bid to tell the woman what he believed she wanted to hear. “But it’s got lots of rooms, dance floors, booths, loads of bars. And it’s always full. It’s my favourite place to go to when everywhere else is shut.”
“What’s this place called?” Katie asked him, probably wondering why she hadn’t heard of it herself. 
“It’s called Blood Red,” he replied, because that was what he imagined right now. 
“I’ve never heard of it.”
“No offence but I’m not surprised. It’s quite exclusive. They don’t exactly advertise.”
Katie was clearly tempted, and she was only getting colder as she stood on the street beneath the falling snow, trying to decide what she was going to do. So Valentin went in for the kill. 
“Look, it’s five minutes away. What do you say we grab a drink just to get warm and welcome in Christmas? Then if you don’t like it, you can leave.”
Katie deliberated over her decision for a few more seconds before smiling. 
“Okay, but you can get the drinks.”
Valentin laughed. 
“It’s a deal.”
He showed the way, leading Katie further down the street and further away from all the people who were around the corner in the pub and in the kebab shop, people whose mere presence had deterred Valentin from carrying out his intentions any sooner.  
But Valentin and Katie were the only ones on the street, and as they approached the alleyway, the Russian man knew that they were going to be the only two people in there too. 
“Did you come out by yourself tonight?” Katie asked, as they continued to walk through the snow, which was beginning to get heavy again. 
“Yes, but only because I had to work late. All my colleagues went out earlier, but I had to stay back at the office and finish some things off, and they’d already gone home by then.”
“That’s a shame.”
“It’s okay. I didn’t want to go out with them anyway.”
He smiled at Katie to show he was joking. 
“What about you?” he asked as the alleyway got closer. “Surely you didn’t come out on your own.”
“I was out with my friend. But she got with a guy, so I lost her.”
Valentin chuckled, amused at the folly of youth. He estimated that this woman was a similar age to himself, yet he knew the difference between them couldn’t have been starker. While she seemed to be someone who spent her free time getting drunk in boisterous venues whilst chasing romance, he was much more composed and strategic with his time. There were no hangovers or the seeking of approval from others in his world, nor was there any room for randomness, chance and unpredictable meetings with strangers. Everything he did was planned and organised, unlike Katie, who seemed to be bouncing from one drunken situation to the next without any regard for her safety. That would prove to be her undoing and Valentin was more than happy to be the one to teach her the last lesson of her life. 
Only a few more steps until they were in the alleyway. 
Valentin could feel the handle of the knife in the inside pocket of his suit jacket, pressing against his shirt slightly as he walked. It was a small blade, taken from his kitchen and dropped into his jacket before he left his apartment in Greenwich this evening and ventured out across the city on the prowl for a woman who had become separated from the rest of the people who were out celebrating tonight. 
A little lost sheep, split from the pack, and now about to fall prey to a hungry wolf who was right at the top of the food chain. 
A smile curled up at the edges of his lips as they reached the alleyway, because Valentin knew that he was about to claim the life of his fifth victim and there was not a thing the poor woman would be able to do about it. 
“Are you sure this is the right way?” Katie asked, suddenly stopping just before she walked into the alleyway and left the safety of the street behind. 
“Yeah it’s just through here,” Valentin said, keeping a casual tone to his voice so as not to spook the woman when he was so close to getting her where he wanted her. “Like I said, it’s exclusive. You wouldn’t even know it was here unless you were looking for it.”
Valentin kept walking, and his confidence was enough to get Katie to follow him in, leaving behind the pale glow of the streetlights and heading into the darker alleyway. 
“See, it’s just there,” Valentin said, stopping and pointing ahead. 
“Where?” Katie asked, but it was already too late. 
Pulling the knife from his inside pocket, Valentin pushed Katie back against the wall and put a hand over her mouth to stifle any screams. With his other hand, he brought up the knife and held it to her throat, its silver blade touching her soft skin and giving him the rush of adrenaline that he craved in moments like this. 
As Katie’s eyes went wide with fear, Valentin prepared to cut her throat. 
But before he could inflict pain on her, he felt a sharp, sudden pain strike him in his left shin, and the shock of it was enough to make him loosen his grip on the woman. 
She had kicked him, and now she had broken free. 
“Help! Help me!” Katie screamed at the top of her voice as she turned to run back down the alleyway.
But Valentin was quickly after her, the stinging sensation in his shin only enough to surprise him temporarily, but not stop him from doing what he came here to do tonight. 
Reaching out for Katie’s flailing arm, he pulled her back towards him before she could make another sound. 
Then he saw Katie’s eyes go wide again, but this time it was not through fear. 
It was through the feeling of the knife that had been plunged into her stomach. 
Holding her gaze, Valentin watched as Katie opened her mouth to speak. But no words were forthcoming this time, only a small amount of blood that had come up through her throat and was now passing her lips as her body convulsed from the injury inflicted upon it. 
Twisting the knife in deeper, Valentin saw the life leaving the young woman, as silently and as peacefully as the snowflakes that continued to fall all around them. 
Valentin took a moment to regard the beauty in what he had just done, before pulling the knife out of the woman and allowing her to fall dead at his feet. Breathing hard and with his heart rate elevated, Valentin looked down the alleyway for a more suitable place to leave the body. When he saw it, he wiped the knife clean with his gloves before returning it to his pocket, then he put his hands under the dead woman’s armpits and dragged her across the concrete. 
Sitting her up against the wall with a garbage bin shielding her body from view from anybody passing by on the street, Valentin allowed his heart to stop hammering so hard in his chest before turning and walking away. 
Leaving the alleyway behind, Valentin hurried as he crossed the street, determined to get at least ten minutes away from here before flagging down a taxi that would take him most of the way home. He knew the body would be discovered within a couple of days and he knew the police would want to know who was in the area, which was why Valentin wouldn’t look for a taxi here. He would get a safe distance away, and even then, he wouldn’t allow the taxi driver to take him all the way back to his flat in Greenwich. Instead, he would ask to be dropped off a little further out, so his real address would never be known should the driver report his passenger. He was being thorough, and he was thinking ahead because he simply had to. The bodies were starting to pile up now, and Valentin knew that the search to find the killer would be intensifying by the day. But that didn’t mean he had to stop. Far from it. 
He wanted to get to double figures, and he was only halfway there. 
But as he walked across the concrete streets, the snow beginning to stick again and covering up the slush from the last flurry earlier in the evening, Valentin thought about the kind of person it would take to bring him down. 
Whoever was looking into the murders right now had to be good. An experienced detective, that was what was required. A true expert in human psychology. Somebody who had a passion for stopping killing just as much as Valentin had a passion for making it happen. 
Valentin knew he was a skilful criminal and one of the most dangerous killers ever to walk the streets of London. For him to be stopped now would take a lot. 
It would take hard work, ingenuity and expertise.
Whoever was out there trying to stop him needed all those things to catch him. But even that might not be enough. 
Valentin smirked as he walked, thrilled by the prospect of being the hunted. 
Catch me if you can, he thought to himself as he moved through the snowy streets like a well-fed lion, fresh from another kill. 
And good luck with that. 



Paula
23:50
Paula Walsh studied the graphic images on her computer as if she was expecting to see something that she had missed on all the other occasions when she had looked at them. 
The blood.
The torn clothing. 
The lifeless face of Ruth Robertson. 
She had been scrolling through the digital files for most of the evening and was so lost in her work that she had failed to notice the late hour. It was almost Christmas Day, and she should be at home with her family. Instead, she was sitting at this police station in East London, poring over the evidence for the murder investigation that she was leading. Work had always come first for Paula, and in her world, Christmas was no different from any other day of the year. 
Not when there were cold-blooded killers still walking the streets of the capital. 
As the Detective Chief Inspector heading up this Major Investigation Team in the Metropolitan Police, Paula hadn’t got to where she was by going home early and losing herself in a little mindless television. She had grafted and ground her way to her prominent role in the male-dominated world of British policing, and she wasn’t done yet. But it wasn’t just sheer ambition that had seen her rise up the ranks from a lowly Constable to the person in charge of this specialised homicide squad. 
It was more old-fashioned and boring than that. 
She wanted justice for the victims. 
Rubbing her weary eyes, Paula took a sip from the plastic coffee cup on her cluttered desk before returning her focus to the evidence on screen. This particular murder investigation had begun after the discovery of the body of a forty-eight-year-old woman at her home in East London on Halloween. The victim had been found lying dead in her hallway with several stab wounds to her neck and torso, and it was a very violent and graphic crime, as evidenced by the large amount of blood that had been shed as well as the fact that the victim’s fingers had been cut off her left hand. Paula knew that was most likely because Ruth had scratched her attacker, so the killer had taken the required precaution of removing the fingers and, in the process, removing any DNA evidence beneath the nails. That told Paula that this had been a planned attack by somebody who knew enough about what they were doing to avoid leaving an obvious clue behind for the police to find. But the only question that mattered was who had committed the crime, and as of this evening, Paula had been unable to answer that. 
The fact that the crime had been committed in the victim’s home suggested that Ruth may have known her attacker and allowed them inside whilst being unaware of their sinister intentions. But the fact that it had been Halloween on this particular evening meant that poor Ruth had most likely opened her door to several people throughout the night, all of them in masks and fancy dress, which obviously made the whole thing much more complicated. 
If there was one night of the year that a murder investigator hated, it was that night when almost every person on the street wore a disguise. 
The forensic examination of the crime scene had failed to produce any telling results, and the only DNA samples discovered in the hallway where the crime had taken place belonged to either the victim or the teenage son whom she shared her home with. Will Robertson, who Paula had since learned was a famous musician, was the son in question, but he had been across London at a Halloween concert that night so he could be ruled out as a suspect. There was no boyfriend or husband in Ruth’s life, just an ex-husband who had left his family a decade ago and whom the police had so far failed to track down. But according to Will, the man had been entirely absent ever since he left all those years ago and so it was doubtful that he had returned simply to kill his ex-wife at random. While the hunt to locate him and interview him would go on, Paula didn’t believe that he was the person responsible for this heinous act of violence. She had a hunch that this was committed by somebody whom the victim knew, but who may not have been a big part of her life. Perhaps an acquaintance or work colleague, or maybe a neighbour or friendly face in her local shop.
Somebody who knew where she lived.
Somebody who knew that her pop star son would be out.  
Somebody who knew that she would be alone that night.
But so far, all investigations had amounted to nothing. The interviewing of neighbours, friends and former work colleagues had yielded no interesting results, nor had the appeal to the public for anyone who may have been trick-or-treating on that street that night. By all accounts, Ruth Robertson was a pleasant woman with no enemies and had done nothing in recent months that could have led to somebody bearing a grudge against her and wishing to bring her harm. While that was nice to hear for her loved ones, it wasn’t much help to the people trying to determine who had stabbed her to death in her home. 
“Merry Christmas, Walshie!” 
Paula turned away from her computer to see the bald-headed detective standing in her office doorway, a scarf around his neck and a thick winter coat buttoned tightly across his torso. His name was Ian Armitage, and his cheery demeanour brought a ray of light into this building that dealt with so much darkness. 
“Merry Christmas, mate. You look well wrapped up,” Paula replied, leaning back in her chair and feeling her tight back loosen a little with the change of posture. 
“Have to be. It’s snowing out there.”
“Fair enough. But your head’s going to get cold,” she cheekily replied, referring to his distinct lack of hair. 
“Hopefully the wife’s got me a hat this year. Have a good one, Walshie.”
“You too, mate.”
She watched as her colleague walked away, smiling at the thought of his little bald head being attacked by a flurry of snowflakes as soon as he stepped outside the station. Then she turned back to her computer, noticing as she did the digits in the bottom right of the screen. 
It was very late. 
It was almost Christmas Day. 
It was surely time to go home. 
Sitting forward in her seat again, Paula took another swig of her coffee before scrolling through a few more images on the screen. She had studied every scrap of evidence involved in this case multiple times already, but she was determined to go through it all again before she left tonight, just in case she could find something that would throw up a much-needed lead. 
But there was a part of her that was almost dreading going home considering how late it now was. That was because her husband had been expecting her back mid-evening to help finish wrapping their daughter’s presents and spend some time with the nine-year-old girl before she went to bed. But it was too late for that now. Bella would be sleeping now, or at least she should be, and Lee would have finished wrapping the presents himself. The only question now was whether he would wait up for his wife to return or whether he would go to bed too, leaving Paula to come back to a dark house with nobody to greet her upon arrival. 
Finishing her coffee, Paula placed the empty cup back down onto her desk and refused to allow herself to feel guilty. Her husband knew how demanding her job was, and he understood that it wasn’t a simple nine to five. She spent every day trying to take murderers off the street and seeing as they weren’t put off from working anti-social hours, neither could she be. Lee had known her career goals when he had met her as a young Constable, and she hadn’t deviated from that course once in the whole time they had been together, not even when she had fallen pregnant so unexpectedly when she was forty years of age. 
Paula had never planned on having children, going through much of her life without that strong maternal feeling that so many other women around her seemed to get. She had made this clear to Lee too when they had begun dating, and he had been happy enough to agree, aware that not having kids was probably for the best when his wife worked crazy hours and he enjoyed going to the pub several times a week. 
But then Bella had happened. 
Somehow, despite taking precautions and despite her advancing age, Paula had fallen pregnant. Now she was forty-nine, working a highly stressful job and had a nine-year-old child in the house, as well as a husband who was exhausted from balancing his own job and raising their offspring. While Paula hadn’t let the unexpected arrival of her daughter sway her from her career path, she had allowed that same career path to affect her relationships with the two most important people in her life. She was close to Bella but not as close as Lee was, and she knew her husband loved her, but not with as much affection as if she actually spent quality time with him for more than five minutes every week. Paula convinced herself that that was just the price to pay for someone in her line of work and she especially believed that whenever she was successful in solving a case and putting a serious criminal behind bars once and for all. But she also knew that many of her colleagues, even those in higher ranking positions than hers, still managed a better work-life balance and that was where Paula felt uncomfortable. Because she knew that she could spend more time with her family if she really wanted to. Yet here she was again, sitting at the station at such a late hour while her loved ones were in their pyjamas at home. 
Where would she really rather be? Here or there?
That was one question Paula never wanted to know the real answer to. 
Clicking the mouse on her desktop computer, Paula refused to allow her eyes to drift back down to the time in the corner of the screen. She knew it was approaching midnight but she also knew that it was important to keep her eyes on the graphic photos and reports that were moving across her screen. The truth was that while it would have been nice to spend this time with her family tonight, Paula was also aware that the family of the murder victim in the reports wanted answers and that for them, Christmas would never be the same again. While it would be brilliant if Christmas Eve was just full of happy smiling faces and carol singing, the sad fact was that there was still plenty of darkness in the world and somebody had to do something about it. 
Where would the world be if everybody just ignored the death and destruction on their doorstep and told themselves that everything was going to be alright? 
It would surely be in a much worse state than it already was now. 
So while some parents out there tonight tucked their children into bed and tied a fancy ribbon around each of the presents under the tree, Paula was the parent who would strive to ensure that no more loved ones would fall victim to a merciless killer who was roaming the streets of their city. Yes, her daughter might not appreciate that now, and yes, her husband might not love her as much as he would do if she was at home to help him more, but this was the life she had chosen.
In order to be a good guy to strangers, Paula had to be the bad guy to her family. 
Without thinking, Paula picked up her plastic cup again and put it to her lips as she continued to look at the report on screen. It was a few seconds later when she remembered that she had finished her coffee a minute ago. 
Shaking her head at her forgetfulness, while also fully aware that it was caused by the late hour and her lack of sleep, Paula pushed herself up from the desk and headed out of her office, walking towards the room at the end of the corridor. 
Upon entering it, the bright lights of the kitchen did nothing to help her bleary eyes, but she forced herself to work quickly as she used the coffee machine to make another cup, knowing that all it would take to put the spring back in her step was another hit of caffeine. 
As the filter whirred into life and her plastic cup began to fill up again, Paula knew that this coffee machine was probably the only thing in this station more overworked than her. Quenching the thirst of hundreds of police officers every day was a huge task, and it was no wonder this machine was always breaking down. 
As she waited for her coffee to be completed, she couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be until she suffered the same fate. 
“Good evening Ma’am,” came a male voice behind her, and Paula turned around to see that it was Officer Casey, one of the newest police officers to make a move into her Major Investigation Team. 
“Hey Tom, how’s it going?” she replied as she picked up her cup and stirred the dark contents around inside it. 
“I would like to say I’ve had worse Christmas Eves, but I’d be lying,” Officer Casey replied with a cheeky smile, and Paula laughed.  
That was one thing about the job. There was always humour to be found despite all the darkness. 
“You can get yourself off. You don’t have to try and impress me by working late,” Paula told him with a smile as she made her way back towards the door. 
“Thank god for that. I thought I was going to have to stay here all night,” he replied sarcastically, picking up a chocolate bar from the bottom of the vending machine and tearing into it hungrily. 
“This case isn’t getting solved tonight, so go and enjoy your Christmas,” Paula said as she walked out. “Go and have a beer for me.”



Tom *
23:51
Tom Casey quickly consumed the chocolate bar that he had just purchased from the vending machine in the station kitchen, not too worried about his diet at this particular time of year. Eating a sugary snack at this late hour was hardly ideal for his waistline, but such was the life of a police officer. Irregular shifts and unsociable hours meant he had to work late and eat when he could. There was a reason why the vending machine was always breaking down. 
Because it was in use 24/7. 
At least this particular shift was now over, leaving Tom to get out of the station and get home to bed so he could try and salvage some much-needed sleep. His new gaffer, Paula, had told him to go home and that was exactly what he planned to do. But there was one person he wanted to say merry Christmas to before he left. 
Walking through the station, observing the intermittent pieces of tinsel hanging from computer screens, mixed in with the mountains of paperwork on the desks around them, Tom realised he was feeling a little giddy. But it wasn’t down to feeling festive or being happy about another long day being over. 
It was because he was on his way to see his colleague, Lizzy. 
Ever since Tom’s marriage to his soon-to-be ex-wife Kelly had broken down in the summer, Tom had been feeling pretty low about things. Being a divorcee was not what he had in mind for his life when he had said his vows at the altar, yet here he was, awaiting the final confirmation that his marriage was now officially over. It was undoubtedly for the best, and he knew that he and Kelly would be happier without each other now. But Tom had expected it to be a long time until he felt genuinely happy again within himself. 
He should have known by now that life was anything but predictable. 
It had been Halloween when he had been asked out on a date by his colleague Lizzy, his fellow officer who had surprised him with her display of romantic interest, and it had been just what Tom needed to restore his depleted confidence levels. But such was the nature of their jobs that finding a time for the date in question had proved difficult, and it had only got more challenging after the events in Battersea Park on Bonfire Night. 
Tom and Lizzy had been working at the large bonfire display in the park in South London, patrolling the large gathering and keeping an eye out for any trouble, which had mainly meant confiscating alcohol from underage drinkers and ensuring no fights broke out in the bustling crowd. But the whole night had taken a devastating turn for the worse when an explosion had ripped through the crowd, the result of a suicide bomber detonating her device in a place where there would be maximum casualties. 
The two police officers had immediately sprung into action, tending to the wounded and the traumatised, even though they themselves were both dealing with varying degrees of shock. But their training had kicked in and, combined with the adrenaline of being in the epicentre of such a chaotic scene, Tom and Lizzy had performed outstandingly that night in the doomed park. By the time dawn had broken over London, both officers were physically and emotionally drained, having helped save several lives while also witnessing the failed attempts to save those who unfortunately couldn’t be saved. But in the weeks immediately after the devastating terrorist attack, arranging a romantic first date had been the furthest thing from both Tom and Lizzy’s mind. 
Alongside all the emotional turmoil that had come from being one of the first responders at such a harrowing scene, both Tom and Lizzy now worked in different teams. Tom’s application to join a Major Investigation Team had been successful, meaning he was no longer just working on menial police tasks but was instead assisting a detective who was trying to solve murders in the capital. The change in his job had been a welcome one for his career, giving him much more to sink his teeth into and revitalising his passion for police work. But it hadn’t been so good for his love life, meaning he was now finding it even harder to find time with Lizzy than before. Amazingly, they were still yet to arrange their first date together, and the more time that passed, the more Tom had begun to fear that it would never happen at all. But he wasn’t willing to go home to an empty house for Christmas without seeing her one more time and wishing her well for the holidays, which was why he was on his way to her side of the station. 
The butterflies he felt in his stomach as he walked down the corridors in the direction of the open-plan office where he used to spend his shifts told him that this was much more than a polite gesture before going home. He was genuinely excited and nervous about seeing Lizzy, which he thought was ridiculous, because he was a grown man, not an inexperienced teenager. Yet here he was, feeling all the same emotions that he used to feel back in his younger days when there was a girl that he liked and when he knew that she liked him too. 
Pushing through a set of double doors, Tom entered the large room where he had spent so many long nights in the past filling in tedious reports or preparing to go out on the beat again. He recognised several officers as he moved through the room, greeting some of them with handshakes and backslaps. But it was the woman at the back of the room that he was on his way to see. 
Lizzy was there, and the butterflies in Tom’s stomach suddenly doubled in their numbers.
But just before he could reach her desk-
“Hey Tom, long time no see! How’s it going?” 
Tom turned around to see Bill, an elderly copper who always seemed to be talking about retiring yet never actually seemed to go through with it. Bill was a well-loved colleague in the station, and Tom was pleased to see him. But not as pleased as if he had been speaking to the woman that he was there to see. 
“Hey Bill. Still here? What happened?”
“What can I say? I’m indispensable.”
“Haha, that’s what I heard.”
Tom shook hands with the man and wished him a merry Christmas, while very aware that Lizzy was right behind him. But by the time he turned around, she had gone. 
Looking around the office, Tom failed to see her anywhere, and he couldn’t understand how she could have disappeared so quickly. She must have seen him. Was she deliberately avoiding him? If so, why? Had so much time now passed that she was regretting her decision to ask him out on a date?
Tom suddenly felt deflated, and he wasn’t sure what to do about it. If only their busy jobs hadn’t gotten in the way of the date, then maybe he wouldn’t have been preparing to spend Christmas alone. As it was, Lizzy had vanished, and unless he wanted to go hunting for her through the station like some kind of a stalker, which he didn’t, then he just had to give up and go home. 
Heading for the nearest door, Tom told himself that he would just head for home now, although he was also aware that Lizzy must have left through this same door, so maybe he would get lucky and bump into her on his way out. He just wanted a little interaction with her before he left, just to make him feel a little better about himself as well as getting some reassurance that their attraction to each other was still a two-way thing. 
Entering another corridor, Tom walked slowly down it, hoping Lizzy would reappear from inside one of the rooms that branched off from it, carrying a folder or maybe just a cup of tea. But there was no sign of her, and by the time he reached the end of the corridor, Tom had given up hope. He was now only yards away from the exit that would take him outside into the freezing cold night, and then all there was to look forward to was a Tube journey back to his empty house.
Alas, that seemed as good as it was going to get for him, and he reached for the door to take him outside. 
“Hey Tom! In here!”
Tom instantly recognised the voice as Lizzy’s, and he spun around to see her poking her head out from one of the rooms along the corridor. Then she disappeared back inside, leaving Tom intrigued enough to follow her. 
As he reached the room, Tom had no idea what to expect once he walked inside. Was Lizzy just going to ask him something about work? Was she going to wish him a merry Christmas? Or was she going to reveal her love for him, making all his worries and doubts seem silly and unnecessary?
There was only one way to find out. 
Tom walked into one of the rooms that was used primarily for interviewing witnesses or victims of minor crimes. He had spent many an hour sitting on one side of the desk that stood in the centre of the room. Usually, he was there making notes as he listened to somebody tell him about some fairly banal subject, like two neighbours who were disputing the fence between their properties, resulting in one or two punches being thrown. 
This was not a room where the real cases were cracked. 
He saw Lizzy leaning over the table, a file open in front of her, and she beckoned him over to her side to assist her. 
Tom took his place alongside her and looked down at all the papers, still unsure why she was calling him in. 
“What have we got?” he asked, wondering if Lizzy was just using the pretence of work to get closer to him. But that wasn’t like her. She certainly hadn’t been shy in coming forward when she had asked him out on a date at Halloween so it would be strange if she was being coy now. But any hopes that Tom had of this being in any way romantic were extinguished when she spoke again. 
“Jenkins has got me going through some old case files. She wants them organised a little better. Boring job but someone has to do it right?”
Jenkins was Tom’s former boss, and he knew exactly how irritating she could be when it came to handing out frustrating tasks that didn’t seem productive. It had been one of the reasons why he had looked to move into another team. 
“Lucky you,” Tom replied, covering up his disappointment that she hadn’t called him in here for something more interesting.    
“I know, right? But I remember you worked on some of these so I was wondering if you could save me some time.”
She slid one of the files across to him, and Tom looked down at the bulky folder. It looked exactly like all the other ones he had spent so many years trawling through at his desk. 
“Which section did you keep the witness statements in? Because I thought it was in the second tab but some of these are in the third.” 
Lizzy gestured to the other files around her, which were all open. But the one in front of Tom was closed. 
“Yeah, they should be in the second tab,” he said, reaching down to open the file and double-check. 
Opening the file, he expected to see the first page, which would list out the contents inside, but instead, he saw what looked like a little green plant. 
“What is this?” Tom asked, picking it up. The last place he expected to find something like this was inside a folder full of boring procedural reports. 
“I’m not sure,” Lizzy said, taking the green plant and examining it. “It’s got little white berries on it. That’s weird.”
Tom frowned, wondering how it could have got inside the file. 
“You know what I think it is?” Lizzy said, turning to look at her colleague. “Mistletoe.”
With that, she raised it above her head in between herself and Tom and smiled at him mischievously. 
That was when Tom realised that this hadn’t been about work at all. 
“Merry Christmas,” Lizzy said, moving in for a kiss. 
As their lips met, all the butterflies, worries and doubts left Tom’s body, and he had all the confirmation that he needed that this potential romance was still very much alive. 
So what if they hadn’t been able to arrange a date due to their busy schedules? Lizzy’s creativity had ensured that they hadn’t needed one to make their feelings known. 
Christmas was a time for many things, but for this police officer in this station tonight, it was about only one thing. 
Love. 



Harry *
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Harry Baxter hated being in love. It made him feel all funny inside, and there seemed to be nothing he could do about it. The more he thought about the girl in his class, the more he felt the weird symptoms in his stomach. He didn’t feel sick, but he didn’t feel normal either. 
Was he excited? Nauseous? Happy? Anxious? 
The more Harry thought about it, the more confused he felt. He knew he liked to think about Stephanie, but thinking of her also made him feel bad. That was because he still hadn’t actually spoken to her properly, despite having been in love with her ever since his new school year had started in September. 
At thirteen, Harry was old enough now to stay up late on Christmas Eve. He was also old enough to know if the rumours about the existence of Santa Claus were true or not. But despite his mature age, and he did consider himself to be mature, he still didn’t seem old enough to find the courage to speak to the girl he liked so much. Now his school had broken up for the Christmas holidays, and it meant that Harry wouldn’t see Stephanie for a whole fortnight, which was unbearable but fairly unimportant in the grand scheme of things. After all, he used to see her every day in class, and he still couldn’t interact with her, so what difference did a two-week break make? Still, the thought of enduring all that time without seeing her was enough to make Harry feel blue on a night when he would usually be so excited. 
He was lying on top of his duvet in his bedroom with the light turned off, but the television in the corner turned on. The volume was down low because his mum thought he was sleeping, but Harry was wide awake and watching the film playing on the screen. It was one he remembered seeing on in the background over the years, but he had never actually paid much attention to it before because he always had something more interesting to do. It was called Love Actually, and it seemed to be a Christmas movie, although it wasn’t anywhere near as good as Home Alone or Elf. It just seemed to be a load of adults talking. But there was one character who had intrigued Harry and was the reason why he was still watching the film as midnight approached. It was a young boy called Sam, and he appeared to be around Harry’s age. But the real reason Harry was interested in Sam’s story was because the boy had confessed to being in love with a girl from his class but didn’t know what to do about it. 
It was like Harry had found somebody else with the same problem as him. 
Watching the television from his relaxed position on the bed, Harry waited impatiently for all the other adults to get off the screen and for the young boy to return. He wanted to know what Sam was going to do about the girl in his class because maybe he could learn something from him. 
Was he going to speak to her? Was he going to ask her out? Was he going to try and kiss her?
All of those things felt terrifying to Harry, and he watched on eagerly to find out the answer. But then he heard the sound of a creaking floorboard outside his bedroom, and he grabbed the remote control quickly and turned the volume down, aware that his mum was hovering outside his door to check if he really was sleeping. 
It wouldn’t have been a big problem if he wasn’t, considering what an exciting night it happened to be, but Harry was trying his best not to give his mum more problems than he had already caused her this year. As an only child and with just one parent, Harry and his mum were extremely close, but that still hadn’t stopped him putting a strain on their relationship over the past several months. From skipping school and heading into London to try and meet his father in June, to consuming one of the pills he had found in a packet in the park in July, to drinking alcohol at his birthday party and throwing up all over the carpet at Halloween, Harry had done it all this year. But despite his promises that he would no longer do things without telling her, he had let down his mum again in November and this time he had really caused her to worry. That was because he had attended a Bonfire Night event in Battersea Park with his best friend, Mustaf, without letting his mum know where he was. There had been a loud explosion that night, and Harry had seen a blinding white light before running away with his friend while several people screamed behind them. 
He still didn’t fully understand what had happened that night, but his mum seemed to be very angry about him going to the park, and she had started crying when he had told her where he had been. If only his bus home hadn’t been cancelled, then she would never have known, but unfortunately, Harry and Mustaf had been unable to get transport back to East London that night because there were so many police officers around and everything seemed to have stopped working. In the end, they had been left with no choice but to phone Harry’s mum and ask her to come and get them, and that was when she had discovered he had lied to her again. 
Since that night, Harry had been on his best behaviour, and he hadn’t lied to her once. That was because while he was used to seeing her get angry at him, he had never seen her cry as much as she had after he told her about the loud bang he had witnessed. She seemed more upset about that than when he had been sick on her carpet, which Harry thought was strange, but he also thought that maybe the carpet wasn’t that important after all. What he had realised though was that he was very important, at least to his mum, so he had made sure not to do anything that could upset her since. 
Apart from sneaking a little television when he was supposed to be asleep. 
Harry stayed silent and still with the remote control in his hand as he listened for any noises outside his bedroom door. Finally, after a nervous thirty seconds, he heard the creaky floorboard again, and the sound of a door closing gently down the hallway. That was the sound of his mum’s bedroom door. 
She was in her room now. 
He was in the clear. 
Turning up the volume on the television again by a couple of notches, Harry saw that Sam had just re-appeared, so watched on with interest to see what was going to happen between the character and the girl he liked at school. 
“I have a plan!” cried Sam as he ran to his father, and Harry moved down his bed to get closer to the screen, not daring to turn the volume up any higher than it was already. 
“Girls love musicians, don’t they?” Sam asked his father, who seemed to agree, and Harry watched on with interest as to where this was going. 
“There’s a big concert at the end of term and Joanna’s in it. And I thought that maybe if I was in the band, and played absolutely superbly, there’s a chance that she might actually fall in love with me. What do you think?”
Harry thought it was an amazing idea, and he waited to hear what Sam’s father thought about it too. 
“I think it’s brilliant!”
Sam’s father seemed to confirm what a good idea it was, and suddenly Sam had a plan to make the girl at school notice him. That was when Harry realised that he needed to do the same thing. 
He needed a plan too. 
The only problem was that there were no concerts scheduled for next term at Harry’s school, so there were no bands that Harry could try and make himself a part of. That was a problem. That was an obstacle. 
But, as Sam would soon say, it was a “tiny, insignificant detail”.
With his mind racing with ideas, Harry crawled under his duvet and tried to think of a way that he could impress Stephanie. Okay, so he might not be able to perform at a concert like Sam was now practising to do, but there had to be other ways to impress her. Harry needed a way for her to see him at his best. He needed a way for her to watch him, instead of the other way around. 
He needed a way to make her fall in love with him. 
As the film continued on the television, Harry looked around at his bedroom walls, which were bathed in the light from the screen. That was when he saw all the posters that he had put up over the years of all his favourite West Ham players. 
And that was when he had his idea. 
He was good at football. He played on the school team. And they were still in the cup. Maybe, if he could somehow get Stephanie to watch him play, she would see how amazing he really was. She would see him when he was really himself, on the football pitch, with a ball at his feet, feeling like the best player in the world. 
Like Sam, who had quickly become one of Harry’s heroes, Harry now had a plan. 
All he had to do was prepare for it. 
The next game in the cup was due to take place in January, but Harry’s team were playing away at another school so it was unlikely he would be able to get Stephanie to come and watch him there. But if they won, and it was a big if, then they would get to play the final at home in February, at Harry’s school, in front of all his classmates. That would be his chance. 
An important game. A cup final. And Harry as the star striker. 
With Stephanie on the touchline, it would be time for him to show her what he was really made of. 
Jiggling with excitement, Harry accidentally knocked the remote control off his bed, and it clattered to the floor, sounding ridiculously loud in the quiet house. The young boy froze, fearful that he had just woken up his mother and that she would soon be leaving her bedroom and walking down the hallway to come and investigate. 
But a nervous moment passed, and there was no sign of her in the hallway. 
He had gotten away with it. 
Phew. 
Scooping up the remote again, Harry turned down the volume another notch as two of the older and more boring characters chatted on screen. As he waited for Sam to return to the movie again, Harry wished that he had his mobile phone with him so that he could text Mustaf. He wanted to tell him about his plan, and he wanted to arrange an urgent training session in the park as soon as possible. 
The only problem was that his mobile phone was downstairs. 
It was down there because Harry’s mum made him leave it there before he went to bed each night. She told him that she didn’t want him staying up playing on his phone while he should have been sleeping and, while it was annoying, Harry knew she was right. 
If he had his phone with him in bed, then he would not be getting much sleep at all. 
As it was, he was all the way upstairs, and his only way of contacting Mustaf was all the way downstairs. He would have to wait until the morning before sending the message about training. But then he saw the next scene in the movie, and Sam seemed to be playing the drums in his bedroom while his father stood outside and listened to the noise. 
Sam was active. Sam was working hard. 
Therefore, Harry had no choice but to do the same thing. 
Pulling back his duvet, Harry swung out his legs and put his bare feet onto the carpet below. Trying to stay as light as he could, he made his way to his bedroom door, before slowly pulling it open and peering out into the dark hallway. His mum’s bedroom door was shut, and all the lights were off. There was no doubt it was dangerous to go further than this, but Harry felt emboldened by what he had seen on the television. He knew he needed to be as brave as Sam and put his plan into action. That meant that he needed to get his phone now so he could text Mustaf about football training. There was no time like the present. Any delay would surely hamper his chances at being at his best when the big football match came around. 
Dipping a tentative toe outside his bedroom, Harry tried to keep his heart rate under control as he put his weight down onto the floorboards in the hallway. It was difficult to see in the dark, but Harry had a good idea of where he needed to go to avoid the creaky floorboard that stood between him and the staircase nearby. He had spent years navigating this small patch of carpet and knew all the quietest spots, as well as all the loudest. He had been caught many times trying to sneak out of his bedroom as a youngster, but he had succeeded many times too. 
He just had to hope that tonight was one of his luckier nights. 
Skilfully side-stepping the creaky floorboard, Harry crept towards the stairs, feeling a little bad that he was risking his mother’s ire again but also firm in his belief that organising football training with Mustaf was the first step on the road to impressing Stephanie at the big match. Slowly walking down the staircase, Harry made it down five steps before stepping over the sixth one entirely because he knew that it was another creaky obstacle. Reaching the quieter step beyond that, Harry was now only a couple of steps away from the downstairs landing. Then all he had to do was sneak into the kitchen and retrieve his mobile phone from the cupboard where it was kept overnight. 
But this was the toughest part of the whole expedition. 
He had to avoid the sensor in the corner of the landing, which would trigger the house alarm if something moved across it. 
Taking a deep breath, but not too loudly, of course, Harry left the staircase and set foot on the carpet of the downstairs landing. Keeping his eyes fixed on the little white box on the wall, Harry hoped not to see the red light go on as it would mean that he had disturbed the sensor and therefore cause the house alarm to start blaring in two second’s time. 
With his back against the wall, Harry carefully manoeuvred his way towards the kitchen, feeling like he was a secretive spy, undercover in an enemy’s lair. Fortunately, his short height meant that he wasn’t yet tall enough to trigger the alarm with his head, but he knew that he was in danger of setting it off with his body if he moved too far away from the wall. 
The only problem was, the Christmas tree was going to be in his way.
Aware that he couldn’t go too far around it for risk of triggering the alarm, Harry instead opted to drop to his hands and knees and crawl underneath the tinsel-covered tree. 
Careful not to disturb any of the baubles that hung down by his head as he went, Harry crawled his way across the carpet like an Army Cadet in the mud and, after an anxious few moments, Harry was suddenly in the kitchen.
Getting back to his feet, and without the fear of the sensor catching him in here, Harry moved quickly to the kitchen cupboard and took out his phone. Turning it on, he sent a quick text message to Mustaf about their urgent need to play football as soon as possible, before returning the phone to the cupboard and setting back on the treacherous journey to his bedroom. 
Harry should have known by now that nothing ever went to plan in his little life. Yet it was while he was crawling back under the Christmas tree on his way to the stairs that he allowed himself a smile because he thought he had successfully completed his mission. He had texted Mustaf. He had put into motion the start of his grand plan to impress Stephanie with his football skills. And best of all, his mum didn’t have to know that he had been sneaking around the house after dark. 
But life had a habit of catching Harry out and Christmas Eve was no different. 
As he was almost out from under the tree, Harry’s shoulder nudged a gold bauble from where it hung on one of the pine branches, sending it falling to the carpet and rolling out across the hallway. Harry knew what was going to happen then, even though he had no way of stopping it. 
The bauble spun silently across the carpet. 
The red light was triggered on the sensor.
And two seconds later, Harry and his poor mum were being deafened by the house alarm. 



Curtis *
23:53
Curtis Bridge wasn’t hoping to hear too many alarms tonight. The more he heard, the more he would have to leave the warmth and safety of the fire station and head out into the cold unknown. As a firefighter in London, there wasn’t such a thing as a quiet shift, but there could be easy ones. It was just a matter of time until the alarm sounded and he and the rest of his colleagues working the night shift on Christmas Eve would be sent scampering to their fire engines. But the important thing was that he made it back to his family safely on Christmas Day, so the more manageable the callouts, the better. He had certainly had his fair share of dangerous shifts in his past.
Burning tower blocks. Housefires. Car crashes. 
And Bonfire Night. 
Curtis had been one of the firefighters in attendance at the event in Battersea Park this year when a suicide bomber had detonated her device in the middle of the large crowd, killing and injuring dozens. He had been sitting in his fire engine at the time, doing much the same as he was doing now, which was hoping and praying for a peaceful shift. But all those wishes had been ignored when a blinding white flash of light had accompanied a huge explosion and sent thousands of people in the park running for their lives. 
Being an emergency worker means training for the day when things go wrong. All the practise, all the long hours and all the quieter moments are just preparation for the time when something bad happens, and your skills are suddenly called for. There’s no way of knowing what the next emergency will be, nor is there any way of knowing the final outcome of it. All any emergency worker can do is put themselves in a position to be ready when the call comes. But there had been no call that night in the park. What there had been was laughter, chattering and the crackle of the bonfire, suddenly being replaced with the deafening boom of a deadly device. 
Curtis and the rest of his colleagues who had already been at the park at the time of detonation had rushed from the safety of their position by the fire trucks on the edge of the large clearing and headed into the chaos, looking to save as many lives as possible. That was ultimately what all their training came down to. They were more used to fighting fires than administrating first aid as a first responder, but the end goal was always the same. 
Save as many people as possible. 
Curtis had saved lives that night, even if he didn’t like to think about it too much or dwell on the terrible things he had seen as he went about his work. He had helped the distressed and confused find their way out of the carnage, as well as waiting with some of the injured until the stretched ambulance crews were able to get to them. He had stemmed the flow of blood, as well as held hands and encouraged people to stay with him while telling them that help was on its way. He and every emergency worker at the scene that night had performed heroically, even if it had all been a bit of a blur at the time. 
Now that evening belonged to the past, just another night in London’s history when things had gone wrong. Then, the real heroes of the city had come to the fore, only to slip into the background once a little peace and normality had resumed. But while many in the capital were moving on with their lives, Curtis and the rest of the firefighters at this station tonight, along with all the police officers and paramedics in various locations elsewhere, were simply waiting for the next time they were needed. 
And there was no doubt about it. 
They would be needed again.
But for now, all was quiet at this fire station in North London, so Curtis and the nine other firefighters he was on shift with were keeping themselves warm, fed and rested, in preparation for the time when they would head out into the chilly winter’s night and race towards the flames all over again. 
“Who wants to pull a cracker with me?” asked Grigor, the stocky Bulgarian fireman sitting across the table from Curtis and his colleague, Miranda. 
“You’re no match for me,” replied the woman at the table, and she reached over to take the opposing end of one of the cheap Christmas crackers that their Fire Captain had brought to the station to spread a little festive cheer. 
Curtis watched as a brief tug of war ensued between the bulky Balkan man and the slender, but no-less tough Englishwoman. Surprisingly, it was the female who came out on top when the cracker split, leaving herself with most of the cardboard tubing and the presents inside while Grigor was left with very little. 
“Yes!” Miranda cried, celebrating her victory over her stronger opponent and pouring out the contents of the cracker onto the table to see her spoils. 
There was some teasing of Grigor from the other men located around the large kitchen of the fire station but not as much as there might be in a different setting. That was because everybody who worked here knew how tough Miranda was, and it wasn’t too much of a surprise that she had been able to defeat her bigger opponent. 
Curtis saw that the cracker contained a red tissue-paper hat and a small mirror, and he smiled as Miranda put the fragile crown onto her head. But he laughed when Miranda slid the mirror over to Grigor and told him that it was his to keep. 
“Here you go, mate. You can have this and look into it every day to remind yourself who lost,” she teased him, and Grigor shook his head with a wry smile. 
“Careful not to crack it when you do look into it though, mate,” Curtis advised his friend, teasing him further as if his appearance was enough to shatter the delicate glass. 
“I think this will make a good Christmas present for my wife,” Grigor said, inspecting the mirror. “Do you think she’ll be okay if this is the only thing that I get her?”
“I think she is a very lucky woman,” Miranda replied, and the firefighters in the kitchen laughed as they continued with their shift. 
Some of the crew tonight were preparing food for the others to eat, while others were elsewhere in the station ensuring that their equipment was well maintained, but Curtis was taking a few moments to simply sit and relax, or at least as well as he could do considering the peace could be broken at any moment. 
While there were a few pots of hot food cooking on the stove right now, bubbling away before the crew sat down together and tucked in, they knew they might not be able to enjoy it straight away if the alarm sounded to tell them that they were needed at the scene of a fire. There had been many times when Curtis had just been about to savour his first mouthful of a delicious meal when he had been forced to drop his fork onto his plate and rush for the door, along with everybody else he was working with that day. The tannoy system that fire stations like this employed were designed to be deafening because they needed to invoke an immediate response from the crew members inside, not allowing for a second of delay when there was potentially so much at stake. There were different alarms used depending on the type of situation that required the firefighters’ assistance, but they were all just as loud as each other. But the one no firefighter wanted to hear was the one that consisted of two words in between the blaring alarm. 
“LIFE RISK.”
Those words told the firefighters at the station that this particular callout was one where one or more members of the public were in danger and initiated an even faster response than normal. There was no way of knowing what the situation was until the printer had spat out the details of the callout from the dispatcher, containing the location of the fire and providing the details that the fire crews could feed into their trucks’ computer systems to get to the scene as quickly as possible. But whenever those two words were used then Curtis and his crew knew that they were potentially on their way to a very tough job. 
Thankfully, years of experience, as well as a healthy boost of adrenaline, meant that any alarms were met with skilled synchronicity from the firefighters in the station, each of them almost going into auto-pilot the second they heard the call go out. It was better that way because there was no time for dithering or panic when the tannoy was blaring, and a building was burning somewhere in the city. 
It was that ‘muscle memory’ of knowing what to do that Curtis relied on to keep getting him through what could be highly stressful shifts. He would focus on his training, on his skills and his tasks at hand and not allow doubts or deep thinking to come into it. The time for reflection was after the event, not during it, and that was the only way to ensure that a firefighter was able to do the best job and return to the station safely at the end of each shift. Apart from one incident in a smoky stairwell several years ago in which he had suffered a panic attack while removing an elderly resident from a burning block of flats, Curtis had always performed well under pressure. But the mental scars of that night, as well as the years of grim experience he had built up throughout his career, meant that it was getting more difficult to keep the doubts at bay in the quieter moments. He had suffered more panic attacks outside of work, usually during the night, which he always told his wife were simply bad dreams and nothing to worry about. But it was the constant fear of another one occurring in the middle of a fire that really made him worry. 
He was doing his best to combat that anxiety, keeping himself fitter than he needed to be and making sure to unwind as best he could outside of work. The people in his life were important to his mental health too. His family helped, as well as the camaraderie of his colleagues, but Curtis had been thinking for a while now that it was perhaps time to leave the fire service and do something else with his life. 
Something that didn’t require putting himself in danger almost every day of the week.
The only problem was that he wasn’t sure what else he could do. He was in his mid-forties, which meant he wasn’t too old to start a new chapter but not young enough to go for it without worrying about the risks it would entail. Life had certainly been easier when he was in his twenties, full of confidence and enthusiasm, and never fearing for his life as he went about his job as if nothing could harm him through his thick, protective uniform. But while his firefighter’s clothing had proved impenetrable over the years, his mind had not, and it was his mind that was at the greatest risk of letting him down in the heat of the moment. 
He hadn’t spoken to anybody about how he was feeling, not his wife, not his Captain, and certainly not any of the other men or women he went into battle with several times a week. The last thing he wanted was for anybody to worry about him, especially his colleagues, who needed to feel confident that the person fighting the fire alongside them was more than capable of being up to the task. Therefore, he had been ploughing on all this time, turning up at the station, engaging in light-hearted banter, enjoying hearty meals, and rushing to the trucks when the tannoy system blared into life. He had fought fires and saved lives, and he had always been well enough to return to his family home at the end of each shift, so was there really anything to worry about? As long as he and his colleagues made it back to their partners and children each day, did anything else matter? 
So what if he was feeling more anxious about his job the older he got or experiencing occasional panic attacks in the night? Maybe that was just part and parcel of being a firefighter. Maybe everybody else in this station right now was going through the same thing, and they weren’t moaning about it. They just put on their uniforms and a brave face and got on with the job. 
“Dinner’s ready!” came the cry from the man standing by the stoves, and several firefighters eagerly went in search of plates and cutlery so they could tuck into the delicious pot of hot food as quickly as possible. Grigor was one of them, already over his defeat to Miranda in the Christmas cracker contest and now busying himself with filling his belly with food before the inevitable callout came through and spoilt their peaceful night. Miranda too was quick to get to her feet, well aware by now that acting slowly around her colleagues when the food was ready was a sure-fire way of going hungry. But before she left the table and joined the rest of the crew around the pot of food on the stove, she turned back, noticing that Curtis hadn’t moved from his seat yet. 
“You not hungry?” Miranda asked him, probably assuming he had slipped into a daydream and not noticed what was going on, which was something they all did at some point during the quieter moments of the shifts when they were waiting to be dispatched. 
But Curtis wasn’t in a daydream. He knew exactly what was going on around him. He was just struggling to get himself through what he knew would be an unpredictable, and potentially dangerous, night. Perhaps it would have been wise to say something to his female colleague at that moment in time, while the rest of the crew were occupied across the room. Maybe he could have confided in her that he was struggling and just needed someone to talk to, or maybe even needed some official time off. But instead, he did what he had learned to do over the years. 
He smiled, he told Miranda that he was on his way and then he got up out of his seat and followed the rest of his colleagues, because that was what he was trained to do. He would follow them anywhere. 
To the food. To the fire engines. 
And into the heart of a raging fire. 
That was just the life of a firefighter and Christmas Eve wasn’t any different than any other night of the year. 



Tracey
23:54
Tracey Snelling was in no doubt about what night of the year it was. But if she had been then the song playing on the radio was willing to make it clear. 
“It’ssss Chrissstmassss!” cried Noddy Holder, the lead singer of Slade, as Merry Christmas Everybody came to a rip-roaring conclusion and Tracey stopped dancing around her kitchen to get back to focusing on the task at hand. She still had a little more food preparation to complete for the big meal tomorrow before she retired to bed, and she wasn’t going to get it all done if she kept being distracted by music all night. That iconic song by Slade was her favourite Christmas track, so she had allowed herself a momentary break from all the cooking to revel in its festive cheer, but with the clock fast approaching midnight, she couldn’t afford to spend too much longer losing herself in the festive tunes. 
Picking up her trusty wooden spoon, Tracey got back to mixing all the ingredients that were currently sitting in the large bowl on the kitchen counter. Almonds, apples, nutmeg, raisins, flour, eggs, breadcrumbs, candied peel and two tablespoons of brandy were stirred together and, while it all looked a bit of a mess right now, the chef knew what it would be in the morning. 
A Christmas pudding. 
There were many things that went into the perfect Christmas. The decorations, the presents, the songs, the movies, and the food. But it was the little traditions that really made it such a magical time of year and Tracey was all about the traditions. One of her favourite ones involved the puddings that she was whipping up right now, and it was a tradition that dated back to her childhood. When she was a young girl, Tracey would tuck into the Christmas puddings that her grandfather had prepared for the family, but she wasn’t just doing it because she enjoyed the taste of the delicious dessert. 
She was on the hunt for coins because she knew her grandfather always hid one or two in every pudding each year. 
The idea of putting small coins inside puddings dated back to the 1300s, when people had started doing it in the belief that finding a coin inside a pudding would bring good luck and prosperity for the upcoming year. It was a harmless tradition, or at least it was if you could avoid actually swallowing the coin before you found it, and Tracey enjoyed the memory of her grandfather’s ritual. She always did find coins in her puddings as a child, sharing the news with her other family members seated around the table on Christmas Day and feeling proud and excited at what she thought at the time to be a lucrative haul. It was only when she had grown older that she had realised that all the coins in her puddings tended to be one or two pence pieces, while the coins in her grandfather’s puddings were much higher in value. 
He always seemed to get the 50p coins. 
Looking back on those days as she stirred the contents in her bowl, Tracey smiled at the memory of her grandfather and his cheeky ways, feeling proud that she was helping continue the same tradition with her own family. And just like her grandfather before her, she too would now be making sure that her puddings had all the best coins inside them. 
Adding the butter to the bowl before returning to the stirring, Tracey engaged in another little tradition that she liked to do at this moment. 
She made a wish for the year ahead. 
There were many things that a woman like her could have wished for each year. More money. Less work. Better holidays. A bigger kitchen. A new wooden spoon to replace the tatty one in her hand. Yet, she always wished for the same thing each year. 
She wished for the continuing good health of her friends and family. 
Tracey was old enough now not to be as transfixed by shiny, material things as she had been when she was a child poring over the spoils from inside her Christmas puddings. She knew that real happiness came not from wealth but from health, and without it, nothing else really mattered. As long as she was okay, and her family and friends were too, then everything was okay in the world. Money would come and go, just like holidays, work and redecoration projects around the home. But the only thing that was truly important was that everybody she cared about was okay. And thankfully they were, because Tracey made the same wish every year and it hadn’t let her down so far. 
When she was confident that she had mixed the ingredients together well enough, Tracey switched her attention to the two bowls sitting nearby that she had already buttered and layered with baking parchment. Adding the combination of ingredients to each bowl, the festive chef then covered the bowls with more parchment before wrapping them entirely in foil so that the contents were sealed and watertight. With the hard part done for the night, Tracey put the packaged puddings inside the oven, where they would steam overnight before she returned to take them out at 8 o’clock on Christmas morning. 
Peeping in the fridge to check on her brandy butter, she saw that it was setting nicely, so that was one less thing to worry about. Now all she had to do was set the table, which she could leave until the morning but always liked to do on Christmas Eve because it helped her sleep a little easier before the big day. 
Leaving the chaos of the messy kitchen behind, Tracey entered the rather more serene dining room where it was nice to look upon surfaces that weren’t entirely covered in dirty bowls and sticky spoons. Opening the cabinet beside the table, Tracey took out the box that only ever came out on special occasions. It was the box that contained the fine cutlery, consisting of the silver forks, knives and spoons that were deemed too nice be used for regular meals but were perfect for something as important as Christmas dinner. Everybody had a set like this, usually gifted on their wedding day or on a special anniversary, and it was always a big deal when it came out. 
Opening the box slowly, as if being even a little vigorous could damage the important contents within, Tracey lifted the lid and set her eyes upon the sparkling silverware inside. It really was a sight to behold. Each piece of cutlery was in its own little compartment, slotted in perfectly and just waiting to come out and make a big occasion even more glamorous. It almost seemed a shame that these spotless pieces of cutlery would soon be covered in all sorts of food, and Tracey almost considered just leaving them in the box and using the cheaper versions in the kitchen drawer. 
But this was Christmas, which meant this was a time for the special cutlery. 
Reaching for the clean white napkin that she had already placed in here earlier, Tracey used it to take out each piece of silverware and polish it before putting it down carefully onto the table. The tablecloth was already on, looking resplendent but bare, and all Tracey needed to do now was fill in the space. There were six for Christmas dinner this year, so she made sure to keep count of the cutlery as she worked, polishing and placing the items now in an organised manner, already able to visualise what the final table setting would look like before it was actually complete. It was a skill she had developed over the years, making her capable of seeing the final outcome before it had been achieved. It came in very handy for cooking, cleaning and setting the table for Christmas dinner, which were the main things she needed to keep running smoothly in order to maintain a happy household.
When all the cutlery was out of the box and in position around the table, Tracey returned the empty box to the cupboard before picking up the larger container beside it. Unlike the box that housed the cutlery, this one was not lined with velvet. Instead, it was much flimsier and cheaper, but that was only because she had bought it in the pound shop on the high street a couple of weeks earlier. It was the box that contained all the bulky Christmas crackers that she and her family would be ripping open tomorrow before the meal got underway. 
Tearing into the packaging, Tracey quickly took out six crackers and laid them at the head of each place setting, before adding two more in the middle for luck. Then she returned the cracker box to the cupboard, quite pleased that there were still enough left to do for next year, meaning that was one less thing she would have to worry about buying when Christmas came around again in twelve months’ time. 
That only left 972 other things to buy then. 
With the cutlery and crackers taken care of, Tracey then added the plates and the napkins, before leaving the room to go in search of the secretive stash of items she had stored away in a safe place for the big day. Opening the cupboard under the stairs, she took out the large black bag that contained the table presents, before returning to the dining room and beginning the process of matching up the right present with the right table setting. 
Buying a small gift for each attendee at the meal was something she had been doing for a while and was another happy tradition of Christmas Day. The majority of the presents were opened eagerly first thing on Christmas morning, but there was always room for more treats, and the dinner table was just as good a place as any to receive more goodies. She never spent much on the table presents and they usually just consisted of something silly like a book of bad jokes, a small puzzle or an assortment of sweets, but they added to the ambience of the table when they sat there in their wrapping paper, waiting to be opened. 
With the presents taken care of, Tracey took a moment to stand back and admire the table, before realising that it was missing one thing. Returning to the cupboard, she took out the vase that was to be used as the centrepiece and placed it down in the middle of the table. She would fill it with twigs and berries from the vase that she already had out in the front room, but that was a job for the morning. 
It was almost ready now, which was good because she was almost out of time. 
Turning off the dining room light and closing the door on the carefully set table, Tracey returned to the kitchen and made her final checks on the assortment of foods that were in different stages of progress. The oven was full, as was the fridge and the hostess trolley in the corner, while all the stoves were covered by pans of cold water and chopped vegetables just waiting to be cooked in the morning. It was organised chaos and Tracey had been doing it for so long that she had got it down to a fine art. But that didn’t mean that there wasn’t still room for anxiety to get the better of her during the night, pulling her from her bed and sending her scampering down the stairs in a panic over something that she may or may not have forgotten to prepare. 
But as things stood, everything seemed to be okay, so Tracey had to trust that she had done everything right up to this point and so was okay to head upstairs, where the rest of her family were already sleeping and dreaming of all the delights that waited for them in the morning. 
Leaving the kitchen and the ridiculous amount of food behind, Tracey walked through the hallway, passing the beautifully decorated red and gold tree as she went. She liked to have a couple of trees, one for the family to decorate and one for herself. This particular tree was hers, which was why it looked so organised and presentable. The tree she hadn’t worked on was in the front room, and that was the one with the scraggly tinsel and the broken baubles. 
Climbing the stairs, Tracey did her best to move as quietly as she could, not wanting to disturb anybody who was sleeping above. As she went, she thought about how Christmas Eve changes the older you get. There was a time when she would have been lying wide awake in her bed, too excited to sleep, and listening out for any sign of Santa and his reindeer to visit her home. Then there had been a time when she was in her late teens and early twenties and the night before Christmas was a good opportunity to stay out late in the local pubs, wearing a festive jumper and drinking more than was recommended before such a big day. Now Tracey was older, and some would say wiser, and she had lost that innocent excitement of childhood, as well as the carefree days of youth. But what she had in their place was something just as special. It was a strong appreciation for what the day meant to younger family members while also a deep sense of gratitude for those older members of her family who had helped to make her own enjoyment of the big day as special as it had been when she was growing up. 
All the little traditions that seemed so small added up and contributed to so many happy memories, like watching a certain Christmas movie on Christmas Eve, listening to a song at a set time or simply digging into your pudding to find the collection of coins that your grandfather had hidden in there. Christmas was about family, and it was about tradition, and there was no place that enjoyed those things more than Tracey’s home at this time of year. 
It was only when she reached the top of the stairs that she realised she had forgotten the Brussels sprouts. 
Damn. 
So close, yet so far. 



Zoe
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Zoe Bartlett hadn’t forgotten anything this Christmas. But there had been something that she had been unable to get. It was the hottest thing on the market and the one thing that her three sons wanted more than anything to find waiting for them beneath the tree in the morning. 
It was a Super-X Drone. 
Unfortunately, despite her best efforts throughout much of the last few months, Zoe had not been able to find one anywhere. The drones were sold out both online and on the high street, and it seemed like she was going to have to disappoint her children on Christmas Day. They still had plenty to unwrap and enjoy, but she knew they were most excited about the drone. It had been about the only thing the three competitive boys had been able to agree on. 
In an ideal world, they would have been able to have one each, but the cost of a single drone was so high that it was only affordable to get one between them. They had reluctantly agreed to share the high-tech piece of equipment, and Zoe had felt confident that she would be able to procure the precious asset in time for the big day. But that had been months ago, and now it was Christmas Eve, and she was still no nearer to getting her hands on the overpriced item that all her boys wanted. 
That was until a text message appeared on her mobile phone.
I’ve heard they have some at the 24/7 shop on Maguire Street. I’ve sent Dave down there now!
The message was from Zoe’s best friend and a fellow mum who had also been struggling to get the drone for her children. Yet it appeared there was a glimmer of hope. If the 24/7 shop had them in stock, then there was a chance that Christmas could be saved after all. 
Oh my god! Please can you get me one if they do? I’ll send you the money tonight!
Zoe fired off the text then waited anxiously beside her phone to get a response. She knew her friend would help her out if she could. But the question was, would her husband get there in time to get two of the drones before they flew off the shelves? It was almost midnight, so to say it was last minute was an understatement. But if there was ever a time for hope, then it was Christmas time. 
Of course! I’ve told him to get two if he can! I’m waiting for him to call me.
Zoe appreciated the gesture, and her thumbs flew across her phone’s screen as she typed back. 
Thank you! Fingers crossed! I hope he’s okay down there on his own!
Zoe could only imagine how crazy it was at the 24/7 shop on Maguire Street right now. The place would have been filled with last-minute shoppers anyway, all of them looking to find a bargain at this late hour, but it would be even more chaotic now that word had leaked out that they had the drones back in stock. Her friend’s poor husband was most likely fighting his way through the crowds now, trying to get his hands on the precious presents that almost every kid in the country had seemed to ask for this year. Zoe knew from first-hand experience what it was like to do battle with dozens of other desperate parents at such a stressful time of year and she could only hope that the poor man would be able to claim two of the drones for himself and get one of them to her house in time for the morning. 
As she sat by the phone waiting for an update, Zoe tried to distract herself with the film playing on the television. It was Miracle on 34th Street, and it was the film that she found time to watch every single year because she felt it captured the real magic of what Christmas was all about. As she watched Richard Attenborough donning the famous red and white outfit on screen, Zoe decided that she needed one more thing to take her mind off the stress of waiting to hear back about the elusive presents. 
She needed some mulled wine. 
Heading into the kitchen, making sure to take her phone with her in case there was any news, Zoe turned on one of the hobs and placed a saucepan over the top of the small flame. Taking out the jug of mulled wine that she had already prepared earlier, she poured herself a generous measure before returning the rest of it to the fridge where it would be enjoyed on another day. 
As the flames heated up the wine in the pan, Zoe went in search of her favourite festive mug, finding it on the draining board and giving it a rinse. As the wine got hotter, Zoe’s nerves became more frayed because there had been no news from her friend for a while now. Surely she would have heard by now if it was good news, which meant that she feared the last-minute trip to the 24/7 store had been in vain. 
She had already forewarned her sons that the drone was proving difficult to acquire and they had seemed to understand, having all reached an age whereby they knew there was a little more to Christmas than simply sending a handwritten note of wishes off to an office of elves in the North Pole. But she knew that they were all secretly still holding out hope that they would come down in the morning and open their presents and discover the drone was amongst them, before running out into the garden to take the expensive item for a test flight. Whether or not that was still possible remained to be seen. 
Still, Zoe’s phone refused to give her an update. 
Picking up the pan and turning off the hob, Zoe poured the heated wine into her cup before walking back into the front room where her favourite Christmas movie was still playing on the television. Curling up on the sofa with her hands wrapped around the hot mug, Zoe tried to lose herself in the adventures of Khris Kringle again, but she found herself unable to stop checking her mobile for further news. Deciding to take matters into her own hands, she fired off another message to her friend. 
Have you heard anything? I’m so nervous!
Zoe got a reply almost instantly, and it sounded promising. 
I’ve just got off the phone with him. He says it’s crazy in there, but he has managed to get two and he is just queuing for the checkout now!
The message on her phone screen caused Zoe to fist pump the air and almost spill her mulled wine all over the sofa in the process. Managing to save the hot drink just in time, Zoe put her cup down safely before typing out her reply. 
Amazing! He’s done so well! Hopefully he can get home safe now, haha.
Zoe couldn’t believe that he had managed to get not just one drone, but two, and suddenly she was going to be able to make her children’s dreams come true again. But there was still the small matter of getting the drone to her house and wrapping it in time for the morning. 
Let me know if you need me to come out and pick it up. I’m on standby! Zoe typed, before pressing send and going back to her hot drink. 
With her mind now at ease, she was able to relax and enjoy the film more, and that was good because it was coming up to one of her favourite bits. It was the part when Khris Kringle is working in the toy store and is visited by a young girl, whose mother tells him that the child is deaf. But instead of simply smiling at the young child, Khris uses sign language to communicate with her, complimenting her before asking her what she would like for Christmas. Zoe always felt a little emotional at this part, but it was just one of the many reasons why she loved this movie so much. It captured the essence of what Christmas should be about. 
Love. 
Sipping her sweet drink and losing herself in the events on screen, Zoe had almost forgotten all about the drama with the drone. But another text message sent to her phone soon snapped her back into the moment. 
Apparently the police have been called because there’s a fight in the shop!
Zoe could hardly believe what she had just read and worried for the safety of her friend’s husband who was no doubt caught up in the chaos while clinging on desperately to the two drones he had managed to get. 
Oh my god, is Dave alright? Hopefully he can get served quickly!
Zoe sent her message, feeling a little guilty about her poor friend’s husband having to be out so late on Christmas Eve, doing battle with every other parent in the area. This wasn’t a dangerous part of the country by any stretch of the imagination, but the stress of Christmas had a way of making even the most sensible person lose their mind, and it seemed like that was what was happening right now at the 24/7 store. 
All she could hope was that he was able to get through the checkout before things got any worse. 
Lifting her cup to her lips again, Zoe was surprised to learn that she had almost finished her wine, having been sipping it anxiously over the last few moments. Part of her wanted to return to the kitchen to make some more, but the sensible side of her decided against having any more alcohol at this time on Christmas Eve. 
Tomorrow was going to be manic enough without adding a mild hangover to the equation. 
There would be plenty of time to overindulge on Christmas Day and Zoe knew that she would certainly be doing that if the amount of food and drink currently in her kitchen was anything to go by. She had been sure to stock up on her favourite festive treats after visiting several Christmas markets over the past few weeks, unable to resist the wide array of mince pies, shortbread biscuits and of course, several bottles of mulled wine. There was no doubt that she would have to do some serious exercise when this festive period was over, but now was not time to worry about that. 
Now was the time to eat and drink everything in sight. 
Heading to the kitchen in search of a sneaky packet of mince pies, Zoe made sure to keep her phone with her in case there was any more news on the mission currently underway to extract two drones from the overwhelmed 24/7 shop in town. Locating a packet of the delicious snacks at the back of one of the many overpacked cupboards in the kitchen, Zoe used the food to calm her nerves as she waited for an update from her friend. 
Thankfully, she didn’t have to wait too long. 
He’s got them and he’s on his way round to drop yours off!
Zoe gave another fist pump in celebration before returning the half-empty packet of mince pies to the cupboard and heading back into the warmth of her front room. 
Thank you so much! The boys will be thrilled!
Pressing send, Zoe quickly went on the hunt for wrapping paper, hoping to get the drone wrapped and put under the tree before she finally made it up to bed tonight. She had thought that Christmas Eve would be easier now that her children were getting older, but it didn’t seem to work out that way. All the planning in the world never seemed to prevent things from coming down to a few fraught minutes before midnight. But at least things had turned out well in the end. The boys would get the present that they had wished for most and Zoe would get a few moments of peace tomorrow while they were playing with it in the back garden, and that was about as much as she could ask for at a time like this. 
After laying the wrapping paper out on the floor and making sure the Sellotape and scissors were easily to hand, all that was left to do was wait for her friend’s husband to arrive with the fabled drone. Then it would be bedtime, before waking up early to get the food ready and witness her sons’ faces when they peeled back the wrapping paper and saw the ridiculously overpriced item that their mother had been able to source for them. 
Super mum strikes again.



Carol *
23:56
Carol Heath wasn’t just super mum; she was super wife and super grandma too. 
But she was also super tired. 
It was never easy to get everything ready for Christmas, but this year’s annual rituals had really taken it out of her. After all the shopping, wrapping, decorating, and food prepping, Carol barely knew if she was coming or going. 
The only thing she did know was that she was now out of time. 
It was almost Christmas, whether she was ready for it or not. 
What hadn’t been done by now wouldn’t get done. The woman of this house simply couldn’t do anymore. She had stretched herself thin, as she always did, having overpromised and overdelivered to everybody she cared about and spent far too much money even though she had vowed to do Christmas on a budget this year. But she couldn’t help it. That was just the way she was. She knew how important this time of year was when it came to family, so she daren’t risk the day not being as perfect as it could be. But after spending most of December running around like a headless chicken, Carol was finally ready for some ‘me time’ with four minutes to spare until Christmas. 
It was better than nothing.
Sinking below the bubbles that filled her bath, Carol felt her exhausted body relaxing as the hot water and the minerals she had sprinkled into it did their work. She couldn’t remember the last time she had enjoyed a soak in the tub, but it had been far too long. This was an early Christmas present to herself, a rare and elusive moment of peace when nobody would interrupt her and ask her to do something for them and –
“Carol? You in there?”
Carol’s eyes shot open at the sound of her husband’s voice. The few seconds of peace had been bliss.
But they were over now. 
“Yes, you know I am. I’m having a bath!” Carol called back, shaking her head. 
She had told her partner, Steve, that she was going to have a quick bath before bed, needing to unwind after all the chaos of Christmas Eve. She thought he had been listening to her when she had told him, but evidently not. That’s what she got for telling him things while he was watching the television. Or maybe it was his selective hearing again. Whatever it was, he was now standing on the other side of the bathroom door and ruining Carol’s much-anticipated moment. 
“Where are the spare batteries?” said the voice through the door. 
“What do you need the spare batteries for?” Carol asked, suspicious of anything that her husband did around the home. It never seemed to end well. 
“The ones in the remote control have stopped working.”
“Have you given them a rub?”
“What?”
“Have you taken them out and rubbed them between your hands?”
“Why the hell would I do that?”
“Because it gets them working again!”
Carol hadn’t gone mad; she was simply telling him the truth. For some reason, taking out the batteries from the remote control whenever they stopped working and rolling them around between the palms of your hands always seemed to get them working again for another few days. She had told Steve to do this before, of course, but as always, he hadn’t been listening at the time. 
“Does it? Are you sure?”
“Yes!”
“Okay, I’ll give it a try then.”
She heard her husband shuffling away from the door, and a few seconds later, she heard his footsteps going back downstairs. She did think about telling him to turn off the television and come upstairs to bed considering how late it was, but then she had just run herself a bath, so she was hardly ready to go to sleep. She would let him sit down there and watch the rest of Die Hard before calling him up. 
At least this way she would get some peace. 
Carol adored her husband, but he didn’t half give her a headache sometimes. Like today, for instance. She had sent him off to the supermarket to pick up some last-minute items for Christmas dinner while she stayed at home and kept cooking. She had been sure to write a very clear and precise shopping list for him, so there would be no room for doubt or error on his part. 
Yet somehow, he had still managed to botch the whole thing up. 
For starters, he had completely forgotten the cranberry sauce. Then there were the potatoes he had bought, which were completely the wrong kind. And he had even managed to make a mistake with the peas, buying a pack that came in pods rather than ready to go. All in all, it had been a complete shambles, and she had sent him straight back to the supermarket to amend his errors before it was too late and the shelves were cleared by the rest of the desperate people in the area. Of course, Carol would have done it herself, but she had plenty to be getting on with at home. That was because she had agreed to her daughter Francesca’s suggestion that everybody go to Carol and Steve’s for Christmas dinner this year. 
How kind of Francesca to suggest that, especially when it was her to turn to cook for them this year. 
But Francesca knew her mum was a soft touch and so it had proven again. Therefore, Carol was in charge of Christmas dinner this year, and while she pretended it was a great hardship just for sympathy, secretly she was delighted about it. That was because she loved having all of her loved ones under her roof, sitting around her table and ready to fill their bellies with the ridiculous amount of food she had bought in for them all. Accompanying Francesca tomorrow would be her husband David and, of course, their seven-year-old son Jack. 
Carol couldn’t wait to see her little grandson on Christmas Day and hear about all the presents that Santa had already brought him, before showing him what the old guy had dropped off at her house too. Christmas was all about the children and Carol was thrilled that she would get to have Jack with her for most of the day, especially since there had been rumours earlier in the year that her daughter’s family were going to go to David’s parents this time instead. Thankfully, those plans had changed at the last minute, meaning everybody was now coming to Carol’s house. 
And that was fine by her. 
But it had meant a rather fraught few days as Carol had tried to get everything ready in time to welcome them all on Christmas Day. Somehow though, she had managed to pull it off. While she didn’t like to speak too soon, well aware that things could always go wrong at any moment, it did appear that Christmas dinner was going to be a success tomorrow. 
At least that was one less thing to worry about. 
Sinking deeper into the tub until her face was only just above the waterline, Carol reflected on what had been a hugely stressful year for her. Alongside all the usual comings and goings in her family life, there had been the discovery of the lump in her breast in the summer which had led her to a hospital to get some nerve-wracking test results. Fortunately, all had been okay, but her relief had been short-lived when, only a couple of months later, her husband had developed some worrying symptoms of his own. Issues with the mobility in his legs had caused him to stumble a couple of times, and her concern about her husband’s developing weakness had again seen her back at the hospital to accompany him for his tests. But so far, nothing had been detected, and while there was one more test to complete in the new year, she was feeling a lot more hopeful about the situation. He still had some issues with his legs, but at least his MRI scan had come back all clear, ruling out anything wrong with his brain, although Carol had told him that he was still suffering from a complete lack of common sense.  
Hopefully, the last test would be fine too, and his symptoms would resolve in time, much like Carol’s own health worries had been cleared up relatively easily in the end. But if those health scares hadn’t been enough, there had been the events in Battersea Park on Bonfire Night to go on top. It was there, while Carol and Steve had been enjoying an evening out together for the fireworks, that a terrorist had detonated a device, causing untold death and destruction. Fortunately, Carol and her husband had been far enough away from the scene of the explosion to avoid physical harm, but that hadn’t been much consolation for them witnessing some truly horrific sights in the immediate aftermath. 
Carol had stood frozen in terror as she had looked out upon the scene by the bonfire, unable to avoid looking at the dead bodies and the severely damaged ones. Steve though had been of much more use, going to the aid of some survivors and helping them until enough paramedics were on the scene. While she did like to tease her husband about how useless he was, she knew he was a truly brilliant man and that had been on display that night in the park as he had rushed towards the victims to administer aid. 
While she and her partner would never forget what they had seen that fateful evening, they were doing their best not to let the consequences of what they witnessed spoil any future happiness that the family would have. Carol would say a prayer for the victims and their families tonight before bed, which was something she had done in the days immediately after the attack, and while she wasn’t a massively religious person, she had found herself kneeling by her bed on occasion throughout her life. It was only usually once or twice a year, but she had done it more than she had liked this year, throughout the health scares and then in the aftermath of the bombing. 
She always said she didn’t believe in a higher power if it ever came up in conversation amongst friends, yet for some reason, Carol tended to get on her knees and pray whenever things seemed particularly bleak. She had first done it when her son, Ben, had fallen ill with cancer, though it was perhaps the fact that he had succumbed to his illness that had led to her not necessarily believing in the true power of it. But it was still something she felt compelled to do on occasion, and she would say a little prayer tonight for all those families that were about to go through their first Christmas since the terrible events in the park in November. 
Carol was finally starting to feel all the tension easing out of her body when she heard footsteps on the stairs again. Her husband was on his way back up. 
What did he want now?
“Carol?” he asked, knocking on the bathroom door again. 
“Yes?” she replied, refusing to open her eyes this time. 
“Have you seen the tin of Quality Street anywhere?”
“You’re not having chocolate at this time! It’s almost midnight!”
“It’s Christmas!”
“I don’t care what day it is. You know fatty foods aren’t good for you just before bed.”
“I knew you’d hidden the tin.”
“I haven’t hidden it! But I’m not telling you where it is.”
“I’ll find it,” Steve grumbled, before heading back downstairs again and leaving Carol to chuckle to herself quietly. 
She had hidden the tin. It was at the back of the cupboard under the stairs. She had hidden it because she didn’t want her husband eating all of the contents before the rest of her family were around in the morning. While she knew he would be looking for it now, she doubted he would think to look under the stairs. He would just have to go hungry. Lord knows, he was going to have more than his fill tomorrow when Carol carved that beast of a turkey that she picked up from the supermarket yesterday. 
This bath really was doing wonders for Carol’s stress levels, and despite the intermittent interruptions from her husband, she was finally managing to relax. 
But then she heard a noise that caused her concern. 
It was the sound of the cupboard under the stairs being opened. 
Two seconds later, Carol heard a victorious cry from downstairs. 
“Haha, I found them!” 
Steve had managed to get his mitts on the chocolates, which meant he was probably going to stuff his face now, then wake up in the night complaining of heartburn. But Carol wouldn’t be giving him any sympathy when he did. Instead, she would tell him that she had warned him not to eat fatty foods too close to bedtime. She would also make sure to let the rest of her family know why the tin of chocolates was looking so bare when they tried to tuck into them tomorrow. 
Doing her best to ignore the sound of Steve’s hand rummaging through the chocolate tin at the bottom of the stairs, Carol thought about how lucky she was despite everything that had happened to her this year, and indeed, over the years before that. She would always miss her late son terribly, but she had learnt to turn Christmas Day into a positive time to remember him instead of a bleak one. As for the health scares, she knew that while bad news was inevitable for everyone at some point in life, she and her partner had managed to delay it for the time being. And even the events on Bonfire Night could be seen from a positive point of view. So many more people could have been killed and injured, and it was pure luck that they weren’t. Sometimes, you had to find the blessings in life, even when they weren’t obvious. 
As the bubbles worked their magic upstairs, and the chocolate did its own magic downstairs, Carol allowed herself a little smile. She had navigated her way through one of the most turbulent years of her life. Now it was time to sit back and enjoy the festivities. 
She certainly deserved to do that. 



Chantelle *
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Chantelle Hughes didn’t know what kind of Christmas it was going to be this year, but that wasn’t her concern right now. All she was worried about was making sure her boyfriend didn’t do anything stupid. 
“It’s getting late. Perhaps we should go to bed,” she suggested to the boy beside her, even though she knew she was likely going to be ignored. Will was blind, not deaf, but he had certainly stopped listening to his girlfriend over the past few weeks. 
He hadn’t been the same since his poor mum had been found murdered on Halloween. 
“Keep going,” Will said, clearly listening out for evidence that Chantelle was doing as he asked of her. 
Aware that showing any disagreement with her boyfriend while he was in this state was a bad idea, Chantelle let out a soft sigh before continuing with what he had her doing. Will had decided, on tonight of all nights, that he wanted to organise his mother’s old things better around the house. There was no doubt that it was a job that needed doing at some point, but Chantelle didn’t believe that the best time to do it was Christmas Eve. Yet here she was, helping Will because he simply couldn’t do this job without her. She was his eyes now, talking him through everything that she was going through in his late mother’s bedroom before he would instruct her on whether to keep it or bin it. 
It was a sobering job, and it was a tiring one, not helped by the fact that it had been going on all day and it was now approaching midnight. But Will didn’t want to stop yet. Chantelle suspected that was because he hadn’t been sleeping lately, so he would rather stay up all night doing this than lie in bed and think about how cruel life had been to him this year. That was understandable, if not exhausting, but Chantelle wasn’t going to say or do anything that might result in Will getting angry and telling her to get out of his house. 
Because that would mean he would be alone then, and Chantelle really didn’t want to leave him when he was like this.   
“This looks like another photo album,” Chantelle said, putting it straight onto the pile marked ‘keep.’ When she had first started going through all of Ruth’s old things several hours ago, Chantelle had been a lot keener to take the time to look at things in more detail. There had been some extremely cute baby photos of Will, as well as some funnier ones taken throughout his childhood, and she had enjoyed describing them to her boyfriend as she had discovered them. But now she had been at it for so long that the novelty had worn off and she knew that the sooner they got this room sorted, the sooner she and Will would be able to go to bed. 
Of course, she did have the option of lying to her boyfriend and telling him that the room was in a better state than it was, based on the fact that he couldn’t see it for himself. But she knew that would be cruel, so she hadn’t even contemplated that thought for more than the one brief second that it had passed through her mind. 
She was going to do this properly. 
However long it took. 
Reaching up onto the top shelf of the wardrobe that was now almost empty, Chantelle pulled down a large blue box that felt ominously heavy. She had been hoping to find it empty because it would have made this whole thing go a lot quicker. As it was, she took off the lid and looked down at the vast array of contents inside. 
“What do you have now?” Will asked from where he was sitting on the edge of the bed behind her. 
“Old pieces of jewellery,” Chantelle replied, running her hand over the array of necklaces, earring and bracelets inside the box. While most of the items in here were not exactly to the taste of a seventeen-year-old girl, there were a few things that caught Chantelle’s eye. 
“There’s a lovely pair of earrings,” she told him as she picked up one of the small white hoops and held it against her ear while checking her reflection in the mirror on the wall. 
“Take what you want,” Will replied, probably disappointed that the search so far had failed to turn up anything more interesting than old photos, old jewellery and old clothes. 
Chantelle appreciated her boyfriend giving her free reign over his late mother’s belongings, but she felt weird taking something that once belonged to a person who was no longer with them, so she returned the earrings to the box and closed the lid. 
“I’ll put them on the keep pile, and we can go through them properly another time. There really is some nice stuff in there. Maybe some of it is worth something.”
“I don’t care about money,” Will replied grumpily. “I’d rather have my mum instead.”
“Yes, I know that, but...” Chantelle started, but she decided against continuing with her train of thought. She had to remember that Will was still grieving, so she couldn’t respond to comments like that. She just had to let him say what he wanted to and move on. 
She couldn’t even imagine what her poor boyfriend was going through, dealing with first the sudden loss of his eyesight, and then the loss of his mother, which had been equally as shocking. While it seemed like he had dealt with his health condition with remarkable strength, even going on to launch a successful pop career in the midst of it, the cracks in his psyche had been beginning to show. 
Then his poor mum had been murdered in her own home. 
Talk about tragedy. 
Now Will was more fragile than ever, and Chantelle was too afraid to let him out of her sight for fear that it would all become too much for him, and he would do something to harm himself. She had seen the videos taken by members of the public in Battersea Park on Bonfire Night, which captured footage of Will walking like a zombie towards the raging fire in the middle of the clearing. Social media had been alight with all sorts of things, from worried comments from fans to nasty memes from vicious trolls. It had been awful for Chantelle to see her boyfriend like that, as well as read some of the hateful things that were being said about him on the internet. But it had been even worse when a bomb had gone off in that park a short time later, and she had feared for her partner’s life. Fortunately, he had been okay, and a kind-hearted member of the public had helped lead him out of the chaos and devastation in the park and back to safety. But Chantelle could still remember how it felt when she thought she might have lost him and she didn’t want to go through that again, which was why she was making sure she stayed with him now in his hour of need. 
Checking the wardrobe to make sure she hadn’t missed anything, Chantelle was confident it was now completely empty, so she shut the doors and turned her attention to the chest of drawers by the side of the bed. This was the last place in the house that needed sorting. They had already been through the kitchen, the living room, the spare bedroom and now most of the main bedroom. After these drawers had been explored, there would be no more possessions to trawl through tonight. 
Finally, it would be bedtime. 
Pulling open the first of the three drawers, Chantelle took out what she found, which wasn’t much. Just a pair of glasses, a book and a packet of pills. 
“I didn’t know your mum wore glasses,” Chantelle said as she studied the pair of spectacles in her hand. 
“Only for reading,” Will replied, which made sense considering they had been sitting on top of a paperback. 
“There’s a book here.”
“You can have it if you like.”
“I’m not sure if it’s my kind of thing. But my mum might like it.”
Chantelle instantly regretted what she had just said.
Had she really just mentioned her own mother while Will was mourning the loss of his own?
“Sorry, I...”
“It’s okay,” Will replied. “You should give it to her. If my mum liked it then I’m sure yours will too.”
“I’ll put it on the keep pile then.”
Chantelle put the book with the rest of the things that they were keeping. But as she did, she noticed that the bookmark protruding from the top of the paperback was almost at the end. Ruth had only been a chapter or so away from finishing the story, but she decided not to mention that to Will. 
Closing the first drawer and opening the second one, Chantelle found a few more items of jewellery, along with a couple of old bank statements but nothing else of note. 
“More paperwork. I’ll put it with the other bits, and we can sort through it later.”
Chantelle crossed to the other side of the room, where she picked up the purple plastic wallet that contained all the important documents that they had come across today. As she turned back towards the bed, she saw that there was a tear running down one of Will’s cheeks. 
He wiped it away quickly, but he hadn’t fooled her. 
He was crying. 
Again.
“Oh, babe, come here. It’s going to be alright, I promise.”
She sat beside Will on the bed and put her arms around him, pulling him in close as he began to sob into her chest. She had seen him like this many times before, both when he had first lost his eyesight and in the weeks since his mother had been so cruelly taken from him. It never got any easier seeing the person she loved so upset, but all she could do was hold him and let him process his grief naturally. As horrible as it was to see him cry, Chantelle much preferred this show of emotion to the one where he stayed quiet and tried to shut himself away from everyone. That was when she really worried about him. At least now he was dealing with his pain in the best way possible. 
He was letting it all out. 
“Why would somebody do this to her?” he asked between sobs, and Chantelle had no answer to that because it was incomprehensible. From what the police had told them, somebody had gained entry to the home after Ruth had opened her front door, probably in the belief that she would be greeting a trick-or-treater. That person, whoever it was, had then stabbed the homeowner several times before leaving the poor woman dead on the floor of the hallway downstairs. As yet, that person was still at large, still out there and still unpunished for their crimes. Chantelle made sure to seek regular updates from the police on the murder investigation, but so far, there had been nothing. 
No suspect. 
No motive. 
No explanation. 
While finding the person who had committed such a heinous act would not bring Ruth back, it would at least give Will some form of closure on the whole terrible ordeal. As it was, Will was still consumed by the anger about what had been inflicted upon his mother, and it was not exactly helping his grieving process. 
As his sobs became less frequent, Will pulled his face out from Chantelle’s sweater and wiped his eyes. Leaning in, the teenager gave her boyfriend a kiss, letting him know that she loved him and would always be there for him. 
Then she pulled back and looked at the chest of drawers by the bed. 
“There’s just one more drawer to go through. Do you want to do it tonight or shall we leave it until the morning?”
Will cleared his throat and wiped his eyes again, before nodding his head. “Let’s finish it tonight.”
“Okay,” Chantelle said, rising up off the bed and returning to the drawers. 
Closing the second one, she reached down and pulled open the third and final drawer. 
Hoping that there wouldn’t be much to sort through inside, Chantelle was pleased to see there was nothing more than an old purse sitting beneath a piece of paper. 
Checking the paper and seeing that there was nothing written on it, Chantelle picked up the purse and undid the little gold button on the front. Opening it up, Chantelle flicked her fingers through each of the compartments, checking to see if there was anything inside. 
But they were all empty.
Except for one. 
Sliding her fingers into the tight compartment, Chantelle was able to remove the folded card inside, and when she did, she saw that it was a photo. 
The image showed a woman that Chantelle recognised as being Ruth, though this had clearly been taken when Will’s mum had been much younger. But it wasn’t Ruth that Chantelle was studying the most. 
It was the baby in Ruth’s arms. 
It was clearly a newborn, barely a day or so old, and Chantelle would have just thought it was a picture from when Will was born if it wasn’t for the dark crop of hair on the baby’s head.
“I thought you had blonde hair when you were born,” Chantelle said to Will as she kept studying the photo. 
“Yeah, I did,” he replied from behind her. “Why?”
“There’s a photo here of your mum and a baby. But I’m not sure if it’s you.”
“Of course it’s me. I’m an only child.”
“I know but...” Chantelle started before pausing. She was trying to figure it out. Could a baby’s hair change colour so quickly? She had seen plenty of photos of Will as a baby, and he had blonde hair in all of them. But could he have been born with black?
Then she turned the photo over and saw what was written on the back. 
Louise. 31/12/1993.
There was no doubt about it now. The baby in this picture was not Will. For a start, he had been born in 2003, not 1993. So that could only mean one thing. 
Ruth had birthed another child, one that she had never told her son about. 
But why had she kept it a secret?
What had happened to this child?
What had happened to Louise? 
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Louise Robertson stirred on her pillow, another dream taking over her mind as her exhausted body finally seemed to be enjoying some sleep. Fortunately, this dream wasn’t about what had happened on Bonfire Night, when her ex-boyfriend had saved her life, nor was it about what had happened in February, when her ex-boyfriend had raped her. This was a dream about her childhood, and in it, Louise seemed to be a girl of around five years old. 
She was sitting in a bedroom by herself, drawing on a piece of paper because that was all she had. Even in a dream, Louise could still feel that same sense of being deprived as she had in real life. She didn’t recognise the room, but it looked like many of the ones she had been in throughout her childhood. They had all served their purpose, but they had been missing something.
None of them had ever been truly her own.
As the little girl continued to sketch on the paper from her position on the floor, the drawing began to take shape. In it, there was a house with a front door, two windows and a big smoking chimney on the roof. The puffs of smoke trailed up into the sky, where two fluffy clouds sat beside a big ball of orange. Back on the ground, standing beside the tree in the garden, were three people: a man, a woman and a little girl. 
The man had short, spiky hair and a smart tie hung around his neck. The woman had long hair, down past her shoulders, and was holding the hand of the little person beside her. That little person was Louise because she had been drawn to look just like her mother, just a smaller version. Even through the fog of sleep, Louise could feel the pain in these times. 
This wasn’t so much a dream as it was a memory.
A memory of the childhood when the only way Louise had a real family was if she drew it into existence on a piece of paper. 
Her eyes flickered slightly on her pillow as the REM state she was in continued, shifting the location of the dream from that quiet bedroom and downstairs to a dinner table. There, Louise was still five years old, but she wasn’t alone this time. She was sitting with four other people. There was a man and a woman, though they looked nothing like the ones Louise had just drawn in the photo. The man was bald and wore a tradesman’s jacket while the woman had short blonde hair and was not holding Louise’s hand. In fact, there was a palpable distance between the young child and the woman, even here at this small dining table.
The other two people seated at the table were closer to Louise’s age but just as far away emotionally. They were twin boys, aged ten and playing with each other’s food on their plates, joking, teasing and generally having fun. The two parents at the table didn’t seem to mind that they were playing and left them to it, just like they left young Louise as she sat and ate her peas in silence. 
Louise could see their mouths all moving as if they were talking, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying, which was annoying because it seemed to be funny. They all laughed and shared a smile between themselves, before going back to the meals, not one of them glancing in Louise’s direction as they did. Again, the person having this dream recognised the feeling that was attached to it. 
It was a feeling of loneliness and not belonging. The child in this dream was present but disconnected. She was there but not really. 
Physically, she was with everybody at this table, but emotionally, they were miles apart. 
The young girl looked on in envy at the twins opposite and how they played together. There was an unquestionable bond between the two of them, and it was a bond that somehow even at that young age, Louise knew she would never have with anybody else herself. The girl watched the twins as if they were strange beings, completely incapable of understanding why they seemed to be so happy and loved, and she wasn’t. 
All she knew was that she was different from them. She was treated differently, and she was loved differently, if she was loved at all. The girl in the dream knew not to try and get involved in the twins’ games because they would stop if she did and look at her strangely. She also knew not to try and chat with the two older people at the table because they too would get awkward and stop smiling. 
All she did know was that she should just keep quiet and keep eating her peas. 
Louise’s eyes flickered again as she slept in the dark bedroom in her flat in North London, the same bedroom where she had experienced a traumatic event earlier in the year. Perhaps that was the reason for the sudden change of location in her dream, taking her from a young girl at the dinner table to her older self in this very room. Still dreaming, it was as if the illusionary Louise was looking down on the real version of herself sleeping in the bed. 
Everything seemed so real. Everything seemed like it was actually happening. 
Everything was about to sound exactly the same.
The electronic buzzer blared loudly, startling the sleeper and causing her to jolt awake. Opening her eyes and looking around her dark bedroom, Louise was aware that she had just heard the sound of the buzzer to her flat, though she didn’t trust if it was real or had only existed within the dream. Therefore, she waited for a few moments, lying still beneath her warm duvet, listening out to see if she would hear the buzzer again. If she did, then it would mean that there really was somebody outside her flat trying to get in. But if she didn’t hear it, then she would know that it had existed purely in the dream world. 
After a few moments of silence, Louise realised it had been a dream. 
Again. 
Closing her eyes, she tried to drift off quickly, not wanting to lose out on any more rest than she had already lost recently. She knew the reason why she sometimes woke up to the sound of the imaginary buzzer, but she didn’t want to dwell on it. It was because it was the sound Joe had made when he had turned up at her flat that night and ended up in her bed. While the sound didn’t bother her whenever she heard it during waking hours, it seemed to trouble her during sleep, when her mind recognised it as something that had much more sinister consequences.
Nor did she want to dwell on the dream that she had just had about the young girl at the dinner table. She had dealt with the fact that her mother had given her up not long after her birth a long time ago, not letting her unusual childhood affect the woman she eventually came to be. But Louise’s subconscious mind still held the pain and loneliness that she had felt from moving from one foster home to another, where she never really made a connection with any of the families who looked after her at various times.
Keeping her eyes closed and her body still, Louise did her best to keep her mind clear because that was the best way to get back to sleep quickly. Fortunately, it worked, and she drifted off again, saving herself from an hour of tossing and turning on her pillow. But it wasn’t long until another dream began, although this one was better put into the category of a nightmare. 
It was a dream she had experienced several times since the events on Bonfire Night when Joe had lost his life but saved hers in the process. She was in the park in South London again, standing in that clearing and surrounded by all those people. She could hear the voices around her, both young and old, and the laughter that came from these people who were all enjoying their evening. She could also hear the popping of the fireworks overhead, and they seemed to be getting louder by the minute. But most of all she could hear the bonfire, its flames raging incessantly, so strong it felt like they wouldn’t just devour the woodpile they had started in but everything else in this park too.
Louise moved through the crowd, somehow avoiding bumping into any of the people around her, despite them all being so close. It was as if she was untouchable, floating through them all like a ghost, and it would have been quite peaceful were it not for the roaring bonfire and the exploding fireworks getting louder and louder and louder...
She didn’t know where she was going, yet at the same time, she did. Something internal was guiding her, telling her where to go, even though it wasn’t clear what was waiting for her when she got there. 
All she knew was that she had to keep going...
Then suddenly everything went quiet, just like it always did at this point in the nightmare. That was when Louise stopped walking, standing still amongst the silence, and looking around at all the other people who had also stopped moving.
It was there, amongst that sea of statues, that she saw him. He was standing about ten feet away from her, and he had his back to her, but she knew it was him. 
She also knew that she didn’t want him to turn around.
Somewhere in the recesses of her mind, a voice was urging Louise to wake up before it was too late. It was her subconscious, trying to save her from what she was about to see because it knew what was coming. But Louise was lost in the nightmare, in that state when her racing mind couldn’t tell what was real and what was a dream anymore. 
But she was about to find out...
The sense of terror was palpable in her body as she stood in that clearing and waited for Joe to look at her. She knew it was only a matter of time until he did. Then, slowly, he began to turn around...
When he looked at her, she saw that he had no face. It had been ripped off by the blast. Just like all the other faces around her right now. 
Staring at her. 
Calling to her. 
Coming towards her...
Louise woke up with a scream, flailing wildly as she tried to get away from Joe and all the other victims of the explosion in Battersea Park. Reaching for her phone, Louise turned the torchlight on, needing a quick way to rid herself of the darkness that surrounded her. Looking around her room, she saw none of the hideous faces that she had just seen in her sleep. Instead, she saw that she was alone, which was another form of terror in a way.
Aware that she would not find it as easy to fall back asleep this time, she pulled back her duvet and stepped out of bed, using the torchlight to guide her into the tiny kitchen in her flat. Placing the phone down on the counter so she could still see, Louise poured herself a glass of water and drank it thirstily, before turning the tap back on for more. The second glass went down almost as quickly as the first, but she decided not to have any more. She still hoped to get some more sleep tonight, and a full bladder wouldn’t help much with that. 
Heading back towards her bedroom with her phone held out in front of her, Louise caught glimpses of the flat that she had called home for the last couple of years. It was small and basic, but she had liked it enough after viewing it to move all her things in and make it her own. And it had been an enjoyable place to live for the most part. The rent was affordable, the location was convenient, and the neighbours on either side weren’t too noisy. But it had lost its appeal considerably after what had happened to her that night when Joe had turned up on her doorstep. 
While she wasn’t experiencing flashbacks when she walked into the bedroom, she was having all sorts of nightmares, and some of them were linked to what had happened in this very bed that she still slept in. The worst nightmares were always the ones about the explosion on Bonfire Night, but Louise hoped they would stop, along with all the other bad dreams, when she moved out of this flat in a few days’ time.
Her last day of tenancy was New Year’s Eve, which was also her birthday, and it seemed as good a day as any to start afresh. She was moving to a new flat, not too far from this one but far enough away for it to be a change of scene and to hopefully put a stop to some of the nightmares. 
Climbing back into bed again, Louise held her phone in her hand and went to turn off the light before putting it down on the bedside table. But she paused, wanting a few more seconds with the torch before she pressed the button.
Lying there staring at the walls bathed in a yellow hue, Louise realised that moving would not be enough to change her life for the better. 
She needed something else.
She needed company. 
So much time by herself had left her feeling lonely, and loneliness led to overthinking. She knew she needed to get herself back out there and engage with the world again, breaking free from the internal prison that she had spent so much of this year trapped within. 
Looking forward to what the new year might bring, Louise finally felt ready to turn off the light. When she did, the darkness swamped her again. But it was okay because she knew it would pass, just like the bad dreams always did. 
Soon it would be morning, and this room would be bathed in natural light, meaning things would look a little better.
All she had to do was close her eyes.
Close her eyes and fall asleep...



Bogdan *
23:59
Bogdan Petrovic fought the urge to close his eyes and fall asleep, if only for a little while longer. He was almost home now after another long day at work, and the time to get some rest was almost upon him. But there were just a few more steps to go through the snowy streets of London before he found himself back in his warm bed, lying beside his darling Jelena.   
This wintery weather reminded him of Belgrade, a city that was many things, including a very, very cold place to be at Christmas. Bogdan had been a fan of the snow as a young boy, as most children are, but he had grown up to see it as a nuisance, as most adults did. It was all well and good when you had nothing to do but go outside and play in it all day, but it wasn’t the best type of weather to endure when you had to be up early or out late, fighting your way home through the slippery conditions. 
Hearing the sound of his boots crunching through the fresh layer of snow on the pavement beneath him, Bogdan noticed that there wasn’t enough yet on the ground to be able to make a decent snowball with his hands. It was a strange realisation to come to for a man of his age, but it was a brief reminder that there had once been a more innocent time, when his brain had simply associated this type of weather with mischief and fun. But the thought soon passed, and it was replaced by the stronger one, which was an intense desire to get out of this freezing weather and into his warm bed at home. 
The thought of Jelena lying on her pillow and waiting for him to return was enough to warm him for this last part of his journey, and he pressed on quicker, eager to see her face and join her under their duvet. It had been six months now since he had first spotted her in the Underground, at the same time saving her from what had turned out to have been a horrific ordeal. Since then, they had fallen in love, though secretly, Bogdan had never really stopped loving the girl he had formed a crush on way back when they had been classmates at their school in Serbia. He had just never expected to see her again after they left education, what with him destined for a life of manual labour and her seemingly destined for so much more. Yet fate had brought them back together again, and it was as if Christmas had come in June this year when it had. Because while he had saved her, she had also saved him. 
No longer was he lonely. No longer was he depressed. 
Now, he really had something to work for. 
But the thoughts of Jelena and how lucky he had been to meet her again weren’t enough to warm his cold bones entirely. That was because there had been a rift developing between them over the past few months, ever since Bogdan had started to keep secrets from his partner. To be fair to him, he knew they were the kind of secrets that truly did justify deception. Murdering a man, even if he had been evil, was not information you shared willingly with anyone, even somebody you loved. Neither was the fact that he had endangered the life of his girlfriend by entering into business with a shady London gangster, taking out a sizeable debt that, in the end, he had only just been able to pay off before they went after Jelena and made her pay for it instead. 
But it had been hard to keep the lies going after Jelena had confronted him about them.
After paying off his debt to Ronnie in Battersea Park on Bonfire Night, Bogdan had thought that the whole episode had finally come to an end and he could get back to some normality in his life, which in turn would mean not lying to Jelena on a daily basis. But all that had gone up in smoke when he had returned home that night to a series of questions from his partner about why he had lied to her and why he had been meeting strange men in secret. 
It turned out that Jelena had followed him to the park that night and witnessed the moment that her boyfriend had handed over a thick envelope of cash to the shady businessman. It had been a shock for Bogdan to learn that his girlfriend had become so concerned about his distant behaviour that she had resorted to following him across London. It was a sign that he hadn’t been quite as convincing as he had believed himself to be with all the lies. 
Looking back, that had been his chance to tell Jelena everything, confessing to his crimes but doing so by letting her know that everything he had done had been done for her. Yes, he had taken out a loan illegally, yes, he had killed a man, and yes, he had stolen money when the loan had been overdue, but there had been a strong reason driving all of those decisions. 
He had wanted revenge on the man who had caused so much of Jelena’s pain. 
He had wanted to kill Laslo to get some kind of justice for his partner. 
And he had been successful, even if it had been wrong. 
But even then, with an opportunity in front of him, Bogdan had kept up the lie. Instead of telling the truth about the reason for the illicit meeting in Battersea Park on Bonfire Night, he had concocted another tale of fiction. This one had been about how he had been helping to pay off an old friend’s debt, thus exonerating himself of any wrongdoing and staying innocent in the eyes of his beautiful girlfriend. He liked to think that Jelena had believed him too, though he could never really know exactly what was going on inside her head, just like she could never know what was going on inside his own. But there was no doubt that there was still a distance between the Serbian couple, although it was one that Bogdan hoped could be reduced over time.
Little did he know that it was currently growing bigger by the second. 
Reaching the entrance to the tall block of flats on this grimy street in the East End, Bogdan took out the key fob from his back pocket and held it against the access control panel, before a faint buzzing sound told him that he was in. Entering the drab interior of the ground floor lobby, he passed the unpainted walls covered with several tatty pieces of paper about fire safety measures, car boot sales and lost cats, but he didn’t look at them because he had already seen them so many times before. 
He used to wonder about the missing pet notices in particular and about the kind of people who would buy a cat when they lived in a tower block like this. It was no wonder the cat was missing. It had probably run away to somewhere better. 
Bogdan certainly hoped to find a better home for himself and Jelena one day too.
Pressing the button for the lift, the weary Serbian was dismayed to see the red light come on above the silver doors which told him that it was out of order again. Sometimes there was a notice hanging by the button, but sometimes there wasn’t. Either way, the red light told him what he already knew. 
He was going to have to take the stairs. 
Dragging his tired body towards the flight of concrete steps on the other side of the hallway, Bogdan began climbing, putting one foot in front of the other with grim determination, as if he was climbing Everest even though the odds were against him. But this wasn’t Everest; it was just a concrete monstrosity in a poor part of London. Bogdan had lived in many tower blocks like this one in Belgrade, so he wasn’t put off by a long climb to bed, nor was he put off by the smell of damp or the sight of empty takeaway boxes littering the stairwell as he moved through it. This was just another place to call home, and while it was hopefully only temporary, it was home, nonetheless.
Moving upwards through what felt like a concrete tomb, Bogdan also saw some of the nicer items that had been left in the stairwell to remind the residents that this place wasn’t as soulless as it seemed. Pieces of tinsel were tied around parts of the handrail or taped to the front of some of the doors that Bogdan passed, reminders that this was a place still homely enough to be touched by the festive season, even though Christmas in this part of London was not the extravagance that it was in other homes around the city. Bogdan even heard a Christmas song drifting out from within one of the flats as he walked, and it made a nice change from the dance music that sometimes blasted out on this floor and kept him awake some nights. 
Finally, after exerting himself more than he would have liked, Bogdan made it to the floor where his own flat was located. Stepping over an empty pizza box that his next-door neighbour had kindly deposited in the hallway, Bogdan reached his front door and took out his key again. Slotting it into the lock, he turned it, but nothing happened. But this was normal. It just needed a few tries before it would unlock. Wriggling the key, it eventually released the lock and Bogdan was in. He had told his landlord about the dodgy lock on the door before, but like most things in this tower block, it had been ignored. 
Stepping into his humble abode, Bogdan closed the door behind him as quietly as he could, doing his best not to disturb Jelena in case she had already fallen asleep. He wouldn’t mind if she had, though he was half hoping that she had waited up for him considering that it was just about to become Christmas Day and it would be their first one in each other’s company. 
Creeping into the kitchen that also doubled as a living room and dining room, Bogdan poured himself a glass of water from the tap before heading for the bedroom. The lights were all off in the flat, but it wasn’t as if he was in any danger of getting lost in the dark. He could barely take two or three steps in the same direction before being stopped by a wall, and he used his hand to guide himself around the familiar terrain before locating his bedroom door and going quietly inside. 
With the room shrouded in darkness, Bogdan was still unaware that anything was wrong as he took off his work clothes and anticipated the warmth of his partner’s body in a moment’s time. But he knew it as soon as he pulled back the duvet and went to get inside because that was when he sensed that the bed was currently unslept in. 
Reaching out a hand to the other side of the bed, Bogdan felt nothing but the bare sheet where he had expected Jelena to be lying. That was when he stood back up and scrambled to the doorway, fumbling for the light switch on the wall until he was eventually able to locate it. 
The room was suddenly flooded with light, and that was when he knew for sure. 
The bed was empty. So too was the wardrobe where she used to keep her clothes. 
Jelena was gone.   
And all that was left was the piece of paper on the bed. 
Diving for the letter, Bogdan grabbed it and started to read, desperate to know what it said even though the heavy feeling in his heart and the emptiness of his bed told him that it was going to be bad news. 
Dear Bogdan. I’m sorry to do things this way, but it would be even harder for me to do it face to face. By the time you read this, I will be on a plane back to Serbia, and I don’t want you to come after me. I am returning to our home country, and I know it is for the best. 
When I left Belgrade at the start of the year, I was dreaming of finding a better future for myself in London, just hoping for a steady job, a stable income and maybe time to see so many of the beautiful sights that exist in the English capital. I could never have imagined the ordeal that awaited me, though that is in the past now and I have moved on. Nor could I have imagined that I would fall in love in London, and especially not with someone whom I had known as a child. Having you come back into my life didn’t just save me from a terrible time, it also reminded me of what life is really about. It isn’t about what job you have, or how much money you earn, or even where you live. It is about the magical moments that you share with others, the quiet times when you just hold hands or the laughter when you are together in the dead of night. I will always cherish the time we spent together after we met again in the Underground that day in June, and I will always wish for good things for you, whatever the future holds. 
But I cannot stay with you any longer. 
I know you are lying to me about the things that you have done. I can see it in your eyes and hear it in your voice. While I cannot imagine you would ever do anything to harm me, there is no doubt that the consequences of your actions put me in harm’s way and that is not something that I can risk for myself any longer. I will always be grateful to you for helping me through the most difficult period of my life, as well as reminding me that there is so much worth living for in this world that can be so cruel. But I cannot stand secrets and lies, especially from the man I love, so that is why I am leaving tonight. 
I will never forget you, nor will I ever stop praying for your safety and happiness. But I don’t want you to come after me. I want you to follow your dreams and I will do the same. 
Thank you for all the kindness and affection you have shown me over these last six months. 
Stay safe.
Jelena x 
Bogdan dropped the piece of paper to the floor, the shock and sadness overwhelming him at that moment. Sitting down on the edge of the bed, he wiped away the tears from his eyes and thought about what he had just read. 
Jelena was right. He had been keeping secrets from her, and he had been lying. He had also put her in harm’s way with his actions. There was no doubt about that, and he would be forever sorry for it. 
But there was one thing in the letter that she had been wrong about. She had told Bogdan not to come after her. 
That was one thing he had to disagree with. 
How could they leave it like this, apart from one another and with both their hearts broken? How could he have her thinking of him as a liar and a dangerous man when he had simply been acting on his love for her with the things he had done? And how could he ever wake up in the morning and face the day knowing that he wouldn’t get to see her beautiful face again when it was all over?
Bogdan had done many things wrong this year, but it was now time to start making things right.  He would make a plan, but this one would not involve any danger or illegal activity. Instead, it would be the kind of plan that would showcase the beauty of the world and show how true love can conquer all. 
He didn’t know exactly how he was going to do it yet, but he did know one thing. 
He was going to win Jelena back.  
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