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Jelena *
13:55
The Hotel By The Lake, England
Jelena Markovic stared at her reflection in the mirror and tried not to cry as her mother and sister gave in and wept behind her. The makeup artist had just completed her finishing touches on Jelena’s look for today, and the results were astonishing. For a young woman who had been through all sorts of awful ordeals in recent times, Jelena now looked radiant, a true Serbian princess ready to go and be wedded to her prince. But before that, there was still time for her to share a special moment with her family members who had made the journey over from Belgrade to be with her in this beautiful venue in the English countryside, for what would be the biggest day in both Jelena and Bogdan’s life. 
To say it had been a shock when Bogdan had proposed to her last month in the grounds of his rehabilitation facility would be an understatement, and Jelena had certainly not been expecting that when she had made the trip there to see how he was going. It had only been two months since Bogdan had narrowly avoided death in a tragic helicopter crash in Las Vegas, and it seemed like he had a long road ahead of him to recover from the burns sustained in that, but he obviously had other ideas. The ring he had produced for Jelena that day had been quite the surprise, but her answer to his proposal was perhaps not. She had indicated that it was a yes immediately, without thought or hesitation, because how could she say no? She loved Bogdan more than anything in this world, and she knew he felt the same about her. Getting married was just the next logical step in their whirlwind romance that had seen them meet at their lowest point, survive all sorts of dramas since and even find the time to win the lottery in between. But as crazy as everything that had gone before it was, in the mind of today’s bride, what she was about to do was almost just as crazy. 
Jelena had visualised marrying the man of her dreams one day with the support of her family and friends around her, but she couldn’t believe that day was actually here now. In just a few moments’ time, she would be getting out of this seat in front of the mirror and going over to the large door behind her before it would be pulled open, and she would catch sight of her husband-to-be, waiting for her along with the rest of their wedding guests. Then she would make the short walk along the aisle to where Bogdan was stood, doing her best not to cry as she went, before they would be bound in legal matrimony and free to enjoy the rest of their lives as husband and wife together. It sounded quite simple when put like that, but Jelena knew it was anything but. That’s because her mother and sister were still crying tears of joy behind her, and it was taking all of Jelena’s strength not to start blubbing too and undo all the make-up artist’s good work over these last two hours. 
Getting up from her seat by the mirror, Jelena walked over to the window and stood for a moment in the sunlight that was streaming in from outside. It was calming her down to look out over the immaculate gardens of this prestigious hotel in the countryside, and she was glad this venue had been able to accommodate her wedding today because it hadn’t been easy to find somewhere to host it even with her considerable resources. Despite being a millionaire looking to get married as soon as possible, there had been surprisingly few venues that had been able to accommodate them. That was because everywhere was already booked for other weddings, and despite Jelena and Bogdan being in a financial position to outbid any other couple for a place, they were never going to do that because they didn’t want to spoil somebody else’s big day. But with everywhere around London fully booked, it seemed they would have to go back to Serbia to have the ceremony. That wouldn’t have been a problem, but Jelena had rather been hoping to have her dream day in the country where she had dreamt of having a better life, and that’s why she had been holding out for having it in England. 
And then she got lucky. 
The phone call from this hotel had come through only one week ago, and it seemed there had been a cancellation. One couple’s misfortune was another couple’s good luck, and Jelena and Bogdan suddenly had a week to get everything organised for the wedding to go ahead today. That might have seemed like an impossible timeframe for the average bride and groom, but Jelena and Bogdan were not average. With unlimited funds, they were able to get everything in place, including flying family members and friends over from Belgrade on a private jet, and now the Serbians had certainly taken over this small corner of this sprawling country estate. The reason for the rush was because Jelena and Bogdan had decided to wed as soon as possible because they knew more than most that life was uncertain and things could change at any time. Having nearly lost each other more than once since finding each other in the London Underground, they had decided to not waste a single second and act fast. That was why the wedding was today. They were acting before life tried to get in the way of their love again. 
Staring out of the window as her mother and sister dried their tears behind her, Jelena looked across the green lawns and past the tall trees down to the small lake where dozens of white chairs were set up in neat rows in front of a tall white dome. That would be the scene for the second wedding that was taking place at this venue today, a hotel and estate so large that it was easily able to accommodate two ceremonies at once. Jelena saw several guests making their way along the garden path towards the white chairs, and it seemed that particular wedding would be starting soon too. But not before Jelena’s because the door behind her opened and the wedding planner she had hired popped his head into the room.
‘Spremni?’ the Serbian man asked, and Jelena felt her chest tighten and her heart rate increase as she processed the word. 
He was asking her if she was ready, and that would only be the case if everybody else was ready too. That meant all their guests were in their seats in the other room, and most of all, it meant that Bogdan would be standing in place at the front, beside the man who would be conducting the ceremony today. 
Jelena knew that everybody was waiting for her now, and as the wedding planner stared at her, along with her mother and sister, she knew she had to give her answer. A quick nod of the head was all it took to send the wedding planner scurrying out of the room again, presumably to give the thumbs-up to those in the main ceremony hall, and as he went, Jelena knew the time was almost here. 
The make-up artist rushed over to the Serbian bride to see if she needed any final retouching of her make-up, but Jelena was confident that she was looking as good as she was ever going to. She was excited to be getting married today, but she wasn’t really enjoying being the centre of attention and felt it strange to have so many people fussing over her. But most of them were just trying to do their jobs, and Jelena allowed the make-up artist to make her final checks before she received a warm smile and a kind word to let her know that she was good to go. 
Inhaling deeply before exhaling slowly, Jelena made her way over to the large wooden door that she would soon be walking through, and as she did, her mother and sister took their places alongside her. They would be walking behind her down the aisle today, the women of the Markovic family proudly on display and showing that nothing could ever keep them down. Not the poverty of the past or the crimes of the sex traffickers who had kept Jelena locked away for so long. They were proud women, proud of their country and their strength, but most of all, they were proud of each other, and Jelena was glad to have them with her as she prepared to make the most important walk of her life. 
In position in front of the door, Jelena waited for the wedding planner to give the gentle knock on the other side of it that would tell her that he was about to open it. As she did, she tried to keep her breathing calm, and her posture relaxed. But that was easier said than done when she knew that there were fifty Serbian people on the other side of this door, and they were all waiting to catch a glimpse of her in her white wedding dress. 
It felt like time stood still in that small room where Jelena waited, but eventually, she heard the knock on the door, and her body instantly stiffened. 
This was it. The moment she and everybody else here had been waiting for. 
The guests were ready. 
Bogdan was ready. 
And now Jelena was ready too. 
The door was suddenly flung open, and Jelena went from staring at a door to staring at a room full of her well-dressed countrymen and women, all of whom turned around immediately to look in her direction. Several of them gasped when they saw her, and some started to cry, but all of them were smiling, and it was obvious that they were happy to be a part of this special occasion. But there was only one person who Jelena really wanted to see react to the sight of her in her dress, and that was the man wearing the suit at the other end of the aisle. 
Bogdan was looking right at her. 
And he was smiling. 
Jelena felt her body relax when she saw that her fiancé approved of her look today, not that she ever honestly thought that he wouldn’t. As far as Bogdan was concerned, Jelena could have come down the aisle wearing a black bin bag, and he would have still been happy enough to marry her, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t made the effort to try and dazzle him with her appearance today. And dazzle him she had because as she made eye contact with him, she saw him raise a hand to his left eye and wipe something away, and she presumed it was a tear. 
All this time she had been worried about it being her who succumbed to the emotion of the occasion yet it was Bogdan instead, and the burly, bearded man was blubbing away like a baby as she stepped into the room and started to make her symbolic walk towards him. 
Putting one foot in front of the other and trying to keep her composure as she went, Jelena kept her eyes on Bogdan because that was simply more reassuring to her than looking at the sea of faces on either side of the aisle that were all beaming in her direction now. She felt like a celebrity with all this attention on her, and she kind of was because her image had certainly been published in the newspapers back in Belgrade a few times ever since she had won the lottery with her partner earlier in the year. But all the attention today was for a much more enriching reason than money. It was for love, and everybody in attendance was basking in the warm glow of knowing that they were in the presence of two people who would do anything for each other as long as they could be together. 
Jelena was halfway down the aisle when she saw Bogdan receive a tissue from one of his friends, and she laughed as she approached him, finding it amusing that her strong partner had been almost reduced to a quivering mess just from the sight of her in this dress. But he wasn’t the only one sobbing now, and Jelena could hear her mother and sister behind her fighting back the tears as well. Amazingly, it seemed like Jelena was the only one not succumbing to her emotions, and she felt proud of herself for not letting the occasion get to her and ruin her make-up. But maybe she was getting a little ahead of herself because as she reached the end of the aisle and took her place beside Bogdan, she realised the hardest part of this whole ceremony might still be to come. 
It was almost time for the vows, but before that, Bogdan took Jelena’s hand and gave it a squeeze, and it was something he often did when they were on one of their many walks together around London. The simple gesture took her back to all the times they had walked hand in hand along the Thames and through the streets of the English capital, back to days when the sun shone, and life seemed so very simple. But it also took her back to the days when she had been recovering from her injuries sustained at the hands of the sex traffickers, and that had been when she had needed Bogdan’s support the most. Of course, he had always provided it, and that was why they had ended up here now. They had been through the good times and the bad, the thrilling and the shocking, and they had both come close to losing each other enough times to never risk taking the other one for granted ever again. 
And now they were about to be married. 
It was the fairy-tale ending to the relationship that had been far from smooth sailing, and they deserved all the happiness that was coming for them in the future. But as they stood there and smiled warmly at each other while the guests in attendance took their seats for the ceremony to begin, they had no idea just how memorable this day was really going to turn out to be. 



Joanne *
13:56
The Hotel By The Lake, England
Joanne Bruce felt the warm sunshine on her face, but she knew that wasn’t the only reason for the small beads of sweat that were beginning to form on her forehead. They were down to the fact that she was in the midst of organising the final stages of yet another wedding, and as usual, there was still plenty to do. 
‘Where are the rose petals for the aisle? There should be rose petals!’ Joanne said to the hotel employee beside her, but he just looked back at her with an expression that said he had no idea what she was talking about. 
Doublechecking the sheet of paper in her hand to make sure that she hadn’t made a mistake, she saw that there definitely were supposed to be rose petals sprinkled over the ground where the bride was due to make her walk in just less than twenty minutes’ time. But the problem was that the rose petals were nowhere to be seen, and that just wouldn’t do because, as a wedding planner, Joanne’s job was to make sure everything was exactly as the bride and groom had requested it to be. 
Turning to the next nearest hotel employee in the hope that they would be more helpful than the last one, Joanne asked if the rose petals were going to materialise within the next few seconds, and thankfully, she got a more promising response this time. 
‘Sammi’s bringing them over right now,’ was the reply, and Joanne looked up to see Sammi, another hotel employee, hurrying down the grass hill towards her with a white bucket in her hands. 
‘Great,’ Joanne said, before letting out a deep breath because that was one problem solved. Now it was time to get to work on the next one. 
‘We need another chair on the end here,’ Joanne said as she noticed there was a chair missing from the second row. ‘Grab one from the hotel, quickly, please!’
Joanne’s order was obeyed instantly by yet another employee, and they scampered away back towards the large venue that overlooked this quaint wedding setting down by the lake in these majestic grounds. This hotel was one of the most expensive places to host a wedding in this part of the UK, and that meant that every bride and groom that passed through here had parted with a substantial amount of cash to have their dream day at this location. That only added to the pressure of Joanne’s job as the senior wedding planner here because she knew that any mistake in pulling off the perfect wedding would likely result in her losing her job and the venue having to pay back thousands in fees. Today was no different, and Joanne knew that she had to keep working as hard as she possibly could over these next few minutes to make sure that her latest clients had the day they had paid for and dreamed about. 
The couple in question today were Lindsey and Diego, two lovely people who had entrusted Joanne with fulfilling their list of wishes as they prepared to tie the knot on these exclusive and expensive grounds. The ceremony was being held in the gardens of this hotel, in front of the picturesque white dome by the lake where many other weddings had been held before, and everything was almost ready. 
Almost. 
The guests were walking over from the hotel to take their seats, the registrar was going over her notes in the shadow of the dome and just in front of her stood Diego, the groom and the man looking a little nervous as he sweated slightly in his smart suit, alongside his best man and ushers. 
Joanne had worked at this hotel for three months now after leaving her last place of employment to grow her career at a more prestigious venue. She had worked at a hotel beside the Thames for a couple of years and done well there but being the senior wedding planner at this venue was certainly a step up. This place was so big that it could accommodate more than one wedding on the same day, and that meant there were never any quiet times when working here. Usually, most venues were busiest in the summer months, but this was hotel was booked all year round, and Joanne liked that because more work meant more money for her. But it also meant more stress, and today was just another example of how this venue was catering to several different wedding parties at once. 
As well as Lindsey and Diego’s ceremony out in the garden, there was a Serbian couple being wed in the hotel ballroom, although Joanne didn’t have to worry too much about that one because the bride and groom had hired their own wedding planner from their homeland to oversee that. In a way, Joanne was a little jealous of that wedding planner because that ceremony certainly seemed a lot easier to organise than this one. Lindsey and Diego had requested all sorts of decorations and details that were easy to ask for but not so easy to keep track of, but it was Joanne’s job to do just that. 
Wiping a couple of beads of sweat from her forehead before checking her itinerary sheet again, Joanne’s eyes scoured the piece of paper for anything else she might see that hadn’t been implemented yet. As she did, she saw Sammi arrive with the rose petals, and that was one less thing to worry about at least and gave her the opportunity to check the time to see how long she had left before the ceremony started. 
‘Fifteen minutes!’ Joanne called to the employees around here, but she also knew that some of the guests would hear that too, as well as Diego, who glanced up nervously and stiffened his shoulders a little shortly afterwards. 
Being unmarried herself, Joanne could only imagine the nerves that a bride and groom had to endure on their wedding day, but she wasn’t going to feel too sorry for them. It wouldn’t be long until the happy couple would be guzzling champagne and dancing to their hearts’ content before embarking on a wonderful holiday called a honeymoon, whereas Joanne would be back here tomorrow to do the same thing all over again. Such was the life of a wedding planner. 
Organise the event. Orchestrate the event. Observe the event. 
And then repeat five days a week until retirement. 
Craving some shade from the hot sun but not having the time to go and seek any, Joanne walked across the freshly cut grass and made her way towards the groom to make sure he was happy enough with how everything was set out. That’s because if he wasn’t then Joanne would have only mere minutes to change things around before his bride got here. 
‘How are we feeling?’ she asked Diego as she reached where he was standing. 
‘I’m alright,’ he replied with a cocky grin, but Joanne wasn’t fooled. She knew he was nervous because if there was one thing that she had seen plenty of in her time, it was men standing at the altar, and every single one of them had been nervous before. 
‘Not long now. It’ll be over before you know it,’ Joanne told him before smiling herself, and that seemed to make Diego relax a little. ‘I just wanted to check that you’re happy with how everything looks here. I’ve followed the list that Lindsey gave me, but it’s good to have the groom’s perspective too.’
Joanne waited as Diego looked around at the rows of white chairs in front of him, as well as the rose petals that were being sprinkled in the aisle in preparation for Lindsey’s big walk.
‘It looks great,’ he replied, and that was good enough for Joanne to feel happy enough with things as they currently were. 
Wishing the groom good luck ahead of his upcoming nuptials, Joanne walked away from the constructed altar and the rows of chairs in the direction of the lake that was situated nearby. This body of water added to the allure of these scenic grounds and was one of the many reasons why so many couples were eager to have their weddings here. The lake provided a fantastic backdrop for photographs, and every bride and groom who passed through here always wanted their image taken by the water. Unfortunately, the weather didn’t always permit it, but today there wasn’t so much as a cloud in the sky, so Joanne knew that Lindsey and Diego would get plenty of opportunities to have their photo taken down here, as would the Serbian couple in the hotel just as soon as they were finished with their nuptials. 
But Joanne had an interest in photographs today too as she reached the water’s edge and looked back towards where Diego and the rest of the wedding party were gathering. She was going to capture a few images of the ceremony so that they could be uploaded to both the hotel’s website and Joanne’s personal one, which she kept updated should she ever need to advertise her services in the future. She was happy enough working at this hotel right here for the foreseeable future, but she was aware that might not be the case forever, and she was certainly ambitious when it came to her career. Being a wedding planner might have been repetitive in terms of dealing with brides and grooms, and figuring out the best place to put tables and chairs, but it was definitely not repetitive when it came to the opportunities that existed in the profession should they be sought after. 
Joanne had made many friends in the industry through networking both online and in-person, and that was how she knew that many wedding planners got to work on weddings all over the world and even for celebrity clients. Like her friend, Todd, for example, who was currently on a Greek island presiding over the wedding of one of the biggest pop stars on the planet, Will Robertson. Todd’s social media pages were full of photos he had taken in his role as an international wedding planner, and Joanne had to admit to feeling more than a little jealous as she saw the photos from Greece as she stood at this hotel in England. That was because as much as she enjoyed her hectic job, she quite liked the idea of doing it somewhere more glamorous than this. Being beside this lake at a hotel in the UK was nice but being beside the Mediterranean on a clifftop in Greece was nicer, and perhaps it was time for Joanne to see what work she could get abroad. There would always be weddings to organise on her home shores, but it would be fun to try and organise some overseas, and even more of a bonus if it was for a celebrity client or two. 
Having taken several photos of the wedding she was currently organising, as well as a few snaps of the lake behind her, Joanne sent a couple of the images to Todd as a way of being friendly and initiating a little conversation with him so that he might be able to give her some tips as to how to progress from doing these smaller domestic weddings to the bigger international ones. She wasn’t expecting him to reply to her straight away. After all, he was supposed to be busy helping a huge pop star get hitched, but she knew he would message her later because he was good like that. But to her surprise, she saw a message come back from Todd straight away, and when she opened it, she had to admit that the photo he had sent was a lot more impressive than the one she had sent him. 
It was an image of a large stage set up on a clifftop high above a clear blue sea and below even bluer skies. This was the wedding that Todd was working on today, and needless to say, it looked a lot better than hers. Joanne presumed that stage was where Will would be singing a few songs for his guests later, or maybe it was just for the speeches. Either way, it looked great, and Joanne said as much in her reply to Todd. 
He messaged her back a few moments later to ask her not to send the photo to anyone else as it was supposed to be private considering it was a celebrity’s wedding, and Joanne let him know that she would keep it to herself. But as she put her phone away and walked back over to the wedding that required her more immediate attention, she decided that she was definitely going to see about applying to be the wedding planner for slightly more glamorous events. It would be a way to see the world as well as do the job she is paid for, and that would be an ideal combination. But for now, it was business as usual for Joanne, and as she looked around at the wedding guests taking their seats, she felt confident that this would be another event on her CV that would go off without a hitch. 
For now, she would focus on doing what she had always done in the kinds of places where she had always done it.
But one day, she would run a wedding in a place like Greece. 
And one day, she just might get to plan a wedding for somebody like Will Robertson. 



Will *
15:57 (Greek local time)
Secluded Island, Greece
Will Robertson was no stranger to being helped onto the stage, but this was not going to be one of his usual performances. Unlike all the other times when Chantelle had led him towards the microphone, he was not preparing to start singing. Instead, he was going to start talking. That’s because he wasn’t at this event as the musical entertainment. He was here as the groom. 
And now it was time for his speech. 
Will felt Chantelle’s hand in his as they made their way across the stage, and he still couldn’t believe that the woman beside him was now his wife. The young couple had been legally wedded for about an hour now, but it still hadn’t sunk in for the famous pop star. He had gone from being an unknown musician busking in the London Underground, to being one of the most recognisable acts in the world, but somehow, he still found it harder to comprehend that he had been able to marry the girl next door. 
Having grown up alongside Chantelle in neighbouring houses, the pair had very much signalled their adult status today with their vows and their rings. Now they were Mr and Mrs Robertson, and it made them seem a lot older than their eighteen years of age would suggest. But both of them were mature far beyond their years, and they hadn’t had much choice but to be. With everything that had happened to them over the past year or so, they had grown up fast for many different reasons, but today was about one of the happier ones. As Will reached the microphone and Chantelle gave him a kiss on the cheek before vacating the stage, the young man was determined to show just how happy he was. 
‘Is this thing on?’ he asked as he tapped the edge of the microphone, but he was only joking, and he knew that it was. He also knew that he would get a loud roar from the wedding party before him and, sure enough, he did. There were over one hundred people at this event today, and while Will couldn’t see any of them with his own two eyes, he felt their spirit, support and solidarity with him every step of the way. 
‘I guess it works,’ Will said as he smiled and heard the laughter from his receptive audience washing over him. 
Then he cleared his throat and prepared to begin his carefully rehearsed speech, the one he had committed to his memory because he knew he wouldn’t be able to stand up here and look down at his notes like so many other people got to do when they made their speeches. But he wasn’t worried about forgetting his lines because he had spent so long going over what he wanted to say today in his head that he was certain he would get it all out. All he had to do now was begin. 
‘First of all, I’d like to thank all of you for being here today,’ he said with a nod of his head. ‘On behalf of my new wife and I...’
Will waited for the loud cheer to rise and fall before he continued. 
‘...we’d like to thank you all for making the trip over to Greece to share this special occasion with us. I know it would have been easier to just have the wedding in East London where most of us are from, but Chantelle wanted to have it somewhere warm and scenic, and apparently, Hackney was not suitable.’
Everybody laughed as Will began to relax into his routine. For most people, it would be easier to talk to a crowd than to sing, but Will was one of those people who found it much easier to hit the high notes than to just chat in a casual manner. But he seemed to be doing a good enough job so far. People were laughing, and that was usually a good sign when it came to a wedding speech. 
‘Before I get into everything else that I have to say, I’d like to comment on how beautiful my wife looks today.’
Everybody in the room gave a loud cheer of approval, and Will imagined that Chantelle would be blushing right now with all eyes on her. 
‘Now obviously, I can’t see my wife at the moment, but I’m assuming she’s made the effort for this occasion,’ Will went on to more laughter. ‘If not then forget what I just said, and we’ll move on quickly.’
Will was quite enjoying playing the role of the comedian instead of the musician for a change, and he briefly considered a career change as he stood there and basked in the laughter he was receiving from his audience. It was certainly a little different to all the loud screaming that he was usually accustomed to from his teenage fans. But he also knew that he had hired a professional comedian to perform later, and they were far funnier than he could ever hope to be, so he decided to get on with it and turned to one of the more serious things that he wanted to say. 
‘Chantelle has always been by my side since I was a young boy. I mean literally by my side because she lived in the house next door. But also by my side in how she was always a great friend for me before eventually becoming my girlfriend and now, my wife.’
There were a few ‘awww’s that went up from the women around the room, so Will took that as a sign that he was doing a good job of being romantic and carried on. 
‘It’s no exaggeration to say that I would not be in the position I am today if it were not for Chantelle being by my side and supporting me every step of the way, whether it was with my music career, the loss of my eyesight or most of all, the loss of my mother, Ruth, last Halloween.’
The room went deadly silent then and that was only to be expected when such a tragic topic had been brought up. But Will had been expecting the noise to cease then and he had wanted it to because it gave him the opportunity to talk for a moment about the other special woman in his life who was no longer with them. 
‘I wish my mum was here to witness the happiest day of my life,’ Will said as he felt tears welling up in his eyes. ‘But I know she is up there looking down on me now and smiling from ear to ear because she always did believe that I would end up marrying Chantelle one day, and as with everything else in her life, she was right.’
The heavy silence was punctuated by some laughter there, and Will took the opportunity to wipe his eyes before continuing. 
‘It’s been no secret that I’ve been through some dark times since I lost my mother, and there have been a few occasions where I have not wanted to go on,’ Will admitted as a hush fell over the room again. ‘But with the strength of Chantelle and all of you guys here today, I have been able to keep going, and now I feel like better days are on the horizon.’
Everybody cheered, and Will heard the sound of several glasses being clinked together, which signalled that everybody in the room was happy to toast to that. It was at that moment that the groom regretted not bringing his own drink up on the stage with him, so he held out his hand and asked if there was any chance that he could get as drunk as everybody else was getting right now. 
Everyone laughed as Will waited for somebody to put a glass of champagne in his hand, and eventually they did, so Will was ready for the next part of his speech. 
‘Before I go on, I want everybody to raise their glass to my mother, Ruth, because like I said, I know she’s up there watching, and she’ll be mad at me if I don’t do it.’
There was laughter around the room before Will toasted to Ruth, and he felt the tears stinging his eyes again as he took a sip of the ice-cold champagne and soothed his dry throat. 
‘Right, I guess I better say a few nice words about my wife, hadn’t I?’ Will asked his audience, and they all responded with a raucous cheer to let him know that’s what they wanted. 
‘So, where do I start? Chantelle, you’ve been many things in your short life, from the class clown at school to the social media influencer star that you aspire to be today. But most of all, you’ve always been polite, loyal and positive, and those are things that are far more impressive than any job or career could be.’
‘Here, here!’ somebody cried, and Will nodded his head before speaking again. 
‘People like to say that I have the best job in the world, being an international pop star performing to thousands on a weekly basis,’ Will said. ‘But I actually think Chantelle has the best job in the world because now she gets to be my wife, and what’s better than that?’
Laughter came again, and Will smiled because he knew his wife would be smiling too. 
‘But seriously, I know I have the best job in the world, but I’m not talking about my music. I’m talking about the fact that I get to wake up every day next to a person as kind and funny as Chantelle. I get to travel the world with her and listen to her describe to me what she is seeing in her own unique and creative way. And I get to fall asleep beside her every night and listen to her snoring right in my damn ear.’
That got the biggest laugh of the speech so far from the audience, and Will felt pleased with himself for that particular quip. He knew that Chantelle didn’t really snore, but it wouldn’t be much of a groom’s speech if he didn’t at least poke a little fun at his bride. 
‘I think Will’s had too much to drink,’ Chantelle called out before her new husband could say anything more, and he laughed at her sarcasm before getting ready to wrap things up. 
‘Okay, okay. I’ve almost finished. But before I get off this stage and let the professional comedian take over from the amateur one, I just have one more thing to say.’
The venue fell silent again as they all waited to hear what Will was going to tell them next, and for a brief second, Will almost worried that he had forgotten what it was. But thankfully, his memory came to his rescue, and he remembered what he had planned to say after all. 
‘I know that my wife and I are only young, and I know that there will be many doubters out there in the media who will think that our marriage will never last. But I know they are all wrong. That’s because Chantelle and I have something special, and it’s something that beats anything that money, fame and the media can offer. It’s a love that has grown since the first time we met when we were children, and it’s a love that will continue to grow until we are both old people shuffling around with walking sticks and trying to put our false teeth back in.’
The audience was putty in Will’s hands at this point, and he decided to end on a joke before he went on for too long and started to bore them. 
‘I can’t wait to grow old with you, Chantelle, and I don’t fear old age either because, after all, my eyesight has already gone.’
There was laughter around the room and Will smiled before leaning into the microphone and wrapping his speech up. 
‘To my darling wife, thank you for everything, and here’s to the best night of our lives. To Chantelle!’
Everybody toasted to that, and Will waited a few seconds before he felt his wife’s arms wrapping around him as she brought him in for a hug. 
‘That was beautiful,’ Chantelle told Will as everybody else in attendance clapped their hands together and savoured the sight of the happy couple up on the stage before them. ‘Everything apart from the snoring bit.’
Will laughed as Chantelle helped him off the stage, and then he shook a few hands from some of the guests who had obviously enjoyed his speech enough to go over and let him know about it. 
Like he had said at the end of his speech, the groom was looking forward to the best night of his life, which would be spent drinking and dancing with his bride and all their guests at this beautiful venue on a clifftop overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. It was a shame that Will wasn’t able to see the view for himself, but he wasn’t going to let that stop him from enjoying some of the benefits of being in one of the most beautiful places on Earth. 
Telling Chantelle that he wanted to go to the terrace for a moment, he allowed her to lead him through the throng of guests and out from under their marquee until he felt the hot sun on his face and the cool sea breeze in his hair. It was a few seconds later when he felt the terrace wall in front of him, and he leaned against it as Chantelle stood beside him and described what she could see for him. 
The rocks of the jagged cliff leading down to the calm blue sea. The sailing boats out on the water with their sails fluttering in the wind. And the mountains in the distance from the other islands in the area, all of which were popular with tourists who came here from far and wide to sample a little bit of Greek culture. 
Will wished that he could see everything before him, but he also knew that as good as it was, it probably wouldn’t be able to compete with his imagination. That was one thing about being blind. It allowed him to create pictures in his mind that were perfect because they were untainted by anything that existed in the real world. Like how he pictured Chantelle to be looking today in her wedding dress next to him. She undoubtedly would look stunning, but there was bound to be the odd blemish or two because she was only human, and nobody was perfect. But in Will’s mind, Chantelle was exactly that, and he could see her in his darkness, glowing in her white dress with her face a picture of pure love and happiness. 
This was by far the best day of Will Robertson’s life so far. 
It seemed impossible to think that it could get any better than this. 
But maybe it just might.  



Chantelle *
15:58 (Greek local time)
Secluded Island, Greece
Chantelle Robertson had the most amazing view in the world right in front of her as she stood on this sun-kissed terrace on this idyllic Greek island. But she wasn’t looking at the view. Instead, she was looking at the young man standing beside her. It was Will, the guy she had known since she was five and the guy she hoped she would know until the day that she died. 
The ring on her finger showed that she was married now, and the white dress over her slender body let everybody know that she was the centre of attention for today. For an eighteen-year-old wannabe social media influencer, being the centre of attention was quite the thrill, but today wasn’t about getting likes and comments on a Facebook or Instagram post. Instead, it was about showing everybody in attendance just how much she was in love. And when she was beside Will, it was very easy to show such a thing. 
‘It’s time to cut the cake!’ came the cry from behind her, and Chantelle and Will turned around to see that it had come from their wedding planner, Todd. 
‘Did you hear that?’ Chantelle asked Will as she took his hand. ‘Let’s go get some cake.’
Will smiled at her as she walked with him away from the terrace and the breath-taking view out over the sea and back under the marquee where all the wedding guests were gathered. Some were sitting at the circular tables with drinks in front of them, while others were already up and dancing to the music that was coming from the speakers. But every single one of them paused when they saw the happy couple walk back in and take up their position beside the three-tiered cake in the centre of the room. 
‘Here we go, babe,’ Chantelle said as she picked up the large knife and held it out so that both she and her husband could hold the handle and cut into the cake at the same time. 
With several cameras trained in their direction, the newlyweds used the knife to slice through the icing on the impressive cake, and they received a loud cheer as they did. 
It was a simple wedding tradition and perhaps one of the easiest ones to do, and Chantelle was pleased to tick another ‘job’ off the list of things she had to do today. It had been frankly overwhelming to her when she had woken up this morning and thought about everything she had to go through just to get married to the man she loved. 
The hours in the make-up chair. The walk down the aisle. The vows. The cake. The speeches. The photos. And on top of all that, trying to make sure that everybody here was having just as good a time as she was. But as she stood in the centre of the marquee beside Will and the freshly cut cake, Chantelle realised that the whole day was whizzing by faster than she had anticipated, and instead of being stressed about it, she decided she should just try and savour every single second instead. 
That was what she planned to do now because no sooner had the knife been removed from the cake then Todd hurried over to the happy couple again and told them that it was now time for their first dance. 
It was another tradition, but this was perhaps the one Chantelle had been looking forward to the most. That’s because she fancied herself as being a good dancer and was excited at the prospect of showing off her skills to her wedding guests, who were now all assembling around the edges of the dance floor. She was also excited because she knew that Will had been making the effort to work on his dancing skills too, and between them, they had come up with a little routine that they hoped would thrill the crowd and leave everyone with a big smile on their faces. 
Leading Will out into the centre of the dancefloor, Chantelle kept a hold of his left hand with her right while they placed their opposing hands onto each other waists. 
Then they waited for the music to begin. 
As soon as the first musical note came out of the speakers then the happy couple began their routine, sidestepping to the right, then the left, before Will twirled his bride and everybody around them cheered. Then Chantelle took her opportunity to twirl Will around, and that got a laugh before they moved on to the more adventurous part of their routine. This was where they let go of each other and danced side by side, and it was the tricky part because Chantelle was no longer able to guide Will around with her. But not being able to see didn’t seem to be holding her husband back from showcasing his dance moves, and Will shimmied his hips before breaking into the Michael Jackson inspired MoonWalk, much to the delight of the females in attendance. Chantelle laughed before she took her turn to have some fun, breaking out some moves of her own, the most popular of which was ‘The Robot.’ That move was always a crowd pleaser, and now everybody was clapping and starting to dance themselves. 
Chantelle knew they had been right to go for a more upbeat first dance over a slow, romantic one, and as the dancefloor filled up with the other guests, the couple were swarmed with hugs and back-slaps from all the people who were having a great time here today. 
As Chantelle danced with family and friends, including Will’s sister, Louise, she looked around the busy marquee and saw all the people she had invited to be here today. But then she saw somebody whom she didn’t recognise, and she was intrigued as to who they might be. She obviously couldn’t ask Will if he knew who they were, so she figured that the easiest way for her to find out would be to just go over and ask. 
Cutting through the crowds on the dancefloor, Chantelle made her way over to the woman, who was in her late forties and dancing with wild abandon, having clearly been making the most of the complimentary champagne that had been served here all day. The bride wondered if this was perhaps somebody who worked at Will’s music studio, and that might explain why she didn’t recognise her, but she was interested enough to ask anyway. 
Reaching the middle-aged woman, Chantelle smiled and nodded her head to show that she approved of her energetic dance moves before saying hi. 
‘Congratulations!’ the mystery woman replied, and Chantelle thanked her whilst wondering how she was going to be able to ask about her identity without seeming rude. But this person was definitely not somebody who had been invited from her side, so it must be an acquaintance of Will’s, so how else was Chantelle supposed to find out if she didn’t just ask?
‘I’m sorry, but I’m not sure we’ve met,’ Chantelle said as she leaned in to make her voice heard over the loud music in this marquee.
‘I’m Penelope!’ the woman replied while still dancing just as vigorously as before the conversation started.  
‘How do you know Will?’
The woman slowed down her dance moves slightly and took a sip from her champagne glass before leaning over and giving her an answer. 
‘Oh, we go back years. I’ve known him since he was in nappies.’
Penelope laughed, and Chantelle did the same, mainly because the thought of her husband in nappies was funny. 
‘Were you friends with Ruth?’ the bride asked as the song changed and another upbeat track began to play, which was guaranteed to keep the dancefloor busy. 
‘That’s right,’ Penelope replied. ‘This is a great wedding! You’re such a lucky woman to be marrying a famous pop star!’
It was a quick change of topic, but Chantelle didn’t mind, even if she still couldn’t quite place this woman or recall seeing the name Penelope on the guest list. It must have been on there somewhere, and there were a lot of names to remember, so she must have just missed that. But it made sense that this person was someone from her husband’s side, and she felt happy enough that this was a genuine guest and not some crazed fan who had just snuck in, which had been a worry beforehand considering how many fans Will had around the world. Besides, this woman seemed to be a little older than most of Will’s fans were, so Chantelle felt comfortable that this was not some kind of stalker who had scaled the side of this cliff just to get into the wedding of the year and see her idol. 
‘Have a great time!’ Chantelle told Penelope before moving away across the dancefloor and going in search of something to drink. 
Will was still busting out some moves in the middle of the other dancers, so Chantelle took the opportunity to get a cocktail from the bar before heading back out onto the terrace where she saw a few of her cousins were gathered in the late afternoon sunshine. She was just about to go and talk to them when she noticed the man sitting by himself at the table at the end of the terrace and she decided to go over and sit with him for a moment too. That’s because it was her grandfather, Terry, and she wanted to make sure that he was okay. 
‘Hi, Grandad,’ Chantelle said as she took a seat opposite the old man in his oversized suit. 
Terry was eighty-five, but he liked to tell people that he didn’t feel a day over eighty, and he was known in the family as being a funny and optimistic man who always warmed the hearts of those he spent time with. But right now, he looked a little down-in-the-dumps, and that was very unlike him. 
‘Oh, hello dear,’ Terry said, putting a smile onto his face once he realised that he was in the presence of his glowing granddaughter. 
Then he picked something up off the table and went to put it back inside his wallet, but Chantelle asked him what it was just before he could do that. 
‘It’s a photograph,’ Terry told her before turning it around so she could see who it was. 
‘Grandma Maureen,’ Chantelle said as she recognised the old photo of the woman who had been a big part of her childhood. 
‘That’s right, dear. I was just thinking about her.’
‘I’ve been thinking about her too today.’
Terry smiled at Chantelle’s words, and he kept the photo out for a little longer instead of returning it to his wallet. 
‘She would have loved it here. She always did want to go to Greece, but we never got around to it. I much preferred Spain, you see. Much shorter flight.’
Chantelle smiled as she looked out at the spectacular view over the edge of the terrace beside them. 
‘Yeah, I wish she was here now. But it might be a bit too hot for her.’
Terry laughed. ‘Oh you’re right. She never did do well in the heat, did she?’
‘No, she didn’t.’
Chantelle felt happy to be spending a moment on her wedding day talking about her dear grandmother, who had sadly passed away three years ago and left a big hole in the family. The death of a loved one was always felt but perhaps never more so than at a big occasion like a wedding because that was a time when loved ones came together to make new memories. 
‘What was Grandma like on your wedding day?’ Chantelle asked Terry as he continued to look down at the photo in his hand, and that’s when the tears in his eyes were replaced by an energetic glint. 
‘Oh, she was beautiful, darling. She took my breath away.’
Chantelle felt her heart melting as she listened to her dear Grandfather talk about his bride. 
‘She had the biggest smile on her face all day, and all I kept thinking was that I was the one who was responsible for that. I couldn’t believe that she had picked me out of all the other men in the world.’
‘She loved you very much, Grandad.’
Terry nodded his head and let out a sigh. 
‘I know that, dear. And I miss her terribly.’
Chantelle felt like she had to say something to help cheer her grandfather up, so she decided a dance was in order. 
‘How about you show me some of the moves you showed Grandma on your wedding day?’ she said as she stood up and reached out for his hand, and Terry laughed. 
‘With my hips? You must be joking!’
‘Come on, I’ll help you.’
Terry smiled as he put the photo of his late wife back into his wallet before tucking it into his suit jacket and gingerly getting up from his seat. 
Leading him back towards the party, Chantelle made sure to make a quick stop off at the bar so that she could get her grandfather another drink because she knew how much he liked a tipple, and it would help lubricate his stiff bones for the dancing that was ahead. 
With Terry now nursing a fresh glass of whiskey, Chantelle took him onto the dancefloor where they were joined by several of their relatives, some old, some young, but all of them here today to mark this special occasion in their family’s history. Then the dancing began, and while it took Terry a little while to loosen up, he eventually got into the swing of things, and it wasn’t long until he was gyrating and twirling with the rest of them. 
Chantelle loved to see the smile return to her dear grandfather’s face as she continued to dance with him, but as she did, she also saw Penelope again across the marquee getting another drink from the bar. Chantelle didn’t know what it was, but there was something about her that didn’t seem quite right. 
Was she really somebody who had known Will since he was a youngster? Chantelle would ask her husband at some point when she got the chance, but for now, Penelope was helping herself to another drink, and Chantelle was having a blast dancing with her grandfather, so it could wait. But by the time the song stopped, Chantelle would have forgotten all about asking Will who the mystery woman was, leaving Penelope free to wander around and mingle with the other guests as if she actually belonged here. 



Jill *
15:59 (Greek local time)
Secluded Island, Greece
Jill Kearl took a sip from the drink she had just received from the tanned bartender and looked around the marquee where most people were now occupying the dancefloor, the bride and groom amongst them. Watching the guests having fun, Jill thought about how she was having a great time too, and she was pleased she had done what she had done today. 
It had been an online article that had given her the idea to even try what she was doing now, and it had definitely seemed a lot easier reading about it on a computer screen than actually doing it in real life, but amazingly, it had worked, and that meant that Jill was now technically a ‘wedding crasher.’ What that meant was she had been able to gain entry to a wedding that she wasn’t actually invited to, and she had done so under the guise of being a Mrs Penelope Wilson, an old family friend of the groom. Now Jill was at the wedding, she still couldn’t quite believe it had worked, but besides a little awkward moment with the bride when she was asked her name, there seemed to have been no hiccups. 
Taking a seat at a vacant table in a back corner of the marquee, Jill sipped her new drink and looked around at the guests, trying to figure out who she was going to go and talk to next. That was because she knew that it was important to keep mingling and make it look like she really belonged here, so she wouldn’t spend too long sitting down on the outskirts of the party. But she did need to have a short break because her feet were killing her in these heels, and there was still a long way to go in this wedding yet. 
Feeling a warm breeze on her shoulders, Jill turned around and looked behind her, and that was when she caught another glimpse of the crystal-clear blue sea that seemed to surround this marquee on the hilltop. It was a sight to behold, and Jill was pleased she had made the flight over from England to spend a short holiday island-hopping around some of Greece’s most glamorous locations. But when she had touched down in Athens last week, she had not been anticipating attending any weddings. That had been until she had been sitting by the pool at the hotel the other day and browsing the internet on her iPad. 
Jill had been searching the internet for ‘bucket list’ items, which were things that people suggested other people do before they die, or ‘kick the bucket.’ As someone who had spent the last few months learning to seize the day and go on all sorts of different adventures, both at home and abroad, Jill was very much interested in not only creating her own bucket list but ticking several things off it too. It was during her research of other people’s bucket lists that she saw the same thing cropping up time and time again. It seemed that many people had put forward the idea of crashing a wedding as something to be done before one’s time on Earth was at an end. 
Initially, the whole concept had seemed unappealing to Jill, mainly because she didn’t like the idea of sneaking into a place where she didn’t belong and essentially trespassing and intruding on another person’s big day. But the more she read about the idea of wedding crashing, the more she realised that it actually sounded like a lot of fun and not just for the person doing the crashing. 
As every self-respecting wedding crasher in the online forums seemed to agree, sneaking into a wedding was actually the easy part. The real challenge was staying there, and the best way to do that was to make yourself such a fun and friendly person that the other guests in attendance would not even consider you to be out of place and actually find you to be the life and soul of the party instead. It seemed that the key to success as a wedding crasher lay in being outgoing and adventurous, and that was exactly how Jill liked to think of herself, so that was when she started to warm to the idea. But that didn’t mean it was as easy as finding a wedding and walking inside. She had to choose a target, and she also had to come up with a character to play at the wedding, assuming she did make it inside after all.   
Having spent some time deliberating on her character, Jill settled on the name Penelope because she had always liked it, and she made sure to pick out a dress and shoes combo that befitted a woman with such an elegant name. Then all she had to do was find a wedding, and the rest would simply be improvised on the day. 
Being in Greece during the summertime meant that there were lots of weddings going on all over the various islands, and Jill found a very handy website that listed each and every one of them. But many of them were small affairs which would have made her task infinitely more difficult, so she was only focused on finding a wedding that was catering to a large number of guests. 
And then she found the perfect one. 
There was a celebrity wedding being hosted on one of the islands, and there was due to be a big attendance. That meant there was more chance for Jill to be able to get in and mix with the crowd without any trouble, so she set her sights on attending the wedding of Mr and Mrs Robertson. 
Jill, or Penelope as she had become, had made the short boat ride over to this island this morning, before spotting a few other people who looked like they were dressed for a wedding and following them up the hill towards where the marquee was set. Being the wedding of a celebrity meant there was some security to get past before getting in, but Jill stuck firm to her cover story as an old family friend, and she looked the part too. Maybe her more senior age helped her convince the security guard because she noticed that several teenage girls had tried and failed to get into the wedding, fans of Will’s no doubt, but the guard had obviously not worried that Jill was intruding just as much as they were. 
Having gained entry to the marquee where the wedding was set to take place, Jill had made sure to chat with the other guests and fit in as much as possible so that nobody would even think to check her name again against the guest list. And so it had proven as the day had gone on, and Jill had been able to not only witness the wedding of Will and Chantelle itself but also enjoy a wonderful buffet and several glasses of complimentary champagne. 
There had only been one slightly risky moment when Chantelle had asked Jill for her name, but by that point, Jill had consumed enough fizzy alcohol to have the confidence to carry off her character without any nervousness or hesitation, and Chantelle seemed to have bought it. Now Jill was free to enjoy the rest of this wedding before she would return to her hotel on the neighbouring island and tick off one more item from her bucket list. 
She couldn’t wait to get back home and tell her friends about her adventures as a wedding crasher, but there was still time to have more fun yet, so Jill got up from her seat and made her way out onto the terrace where several guests were standing around conversing in the sunshine. 
‘You don’t mind if I join you, do you?’ Jill asked as she entered a group of three men who all looked to be perspiring a little in their smart suits. ‘I’m Penelope, pleasure to meet you.’
The three men each took it in turn to introduce themselves, and Jill got quite the thrill when she realised that not only were they not wearing wedding rings but that they all seemed eager to try and impress her. 
‘I’m John, and I’m Chantelle’s uncle. May I say that I like your dress. It’s really quite beautiful.’
‘I’m Graham, and I’m Will’s old music teacher. What a wonderful name you have, Penelope. It’s classy yet somehow still modern enough to be cool.’
‘I’m Derek, and I’m Chantelle’s cousin’s third nephew. But enough about me, tell us more about yourself, Penelope.’
Penelope, or Jill as she could easily forget that she was, lapped up the attention from the three single men before her, and she told them all about her ‘life’ while also accepting their offer of more drinks, as well as the many compliments they continued to shower her with. 
For single people, weddings have sometimes proven to be a happy hunting ground when it comes to finding a potential new partner, and it seemed like Jill was having some success too. She knew that she should be cautious because of what had happened in Las Vegas when she had ended up being taken in by a con man before she escaped by pushing him off a hotel balcony, but she knew she could handle anything that was thrown at her by any one of these dashing men, all of whom seemed eager to charm her. 
As Jill was furnished with champagne and compliments, she wondered if she might be tempted to give this wedding crashing lark another go in the future. It was certainly a lot of fun, and it would be even more fun if she was to do it with a friend or two at some point. Just imagine all the characters she could conjure up, never mind all the dresses she would get to wear too. But one wedding at a time, Jill reminded herself, so she concentrated on staying in the moment and figuring out which one of these men she was most interested in getting to know better. 
John was funny, Graham was a good storyteller, and Derek was very handsome, so they all had their attributes and Jill was rather enjoying tallying up their ‘scorecards’ secretly in her mind. But she didn’t need to wonder what they thought about her because they were making that pretty obvious with their open body language, flirty jokes and constant need to ensure that she had everything she needed to have a good time. 
Jill was just about to tell John that she was okay for more champagne when the wedding planner came out onto the terrace and told everybody to make their way back into the marquee because the show was about to begin. Jill had no idea what that meant, but she followed the other guests back inside before taking a seat at one of the empty tables, along with the three men who were still vying for her attention. 
As everybody chatted amongst themselves while the stage before them stood empty, Jill saw the bride and groom take their seats at the top table and share a tender kiss, and it was nice for the older woman to see two young lovebirds having the best time of their lives. It didn’t matter that Jill didn’t really know either Will or Chantelle personally. She was just happy to be in the presence of such love, and she was also happy to be contributing to making this wedding a fun affair with her usual brand of wit and good grace towards the other guests. 
Jill was just being asked about her love life by Derek when a loud cheer went up at the back of the marquee, followed by applause and even more cheering. Turning around to see what all the fuss was about, Jill saw a diminutive Indian man making his way through the centre of the marquee, giving high-fives to some of the guests as he went and clearly enjoying being the star of the show right now. But Jill wasn’t too sure who this man was or why everybody else seemed to be so excited to see him, so she leaned over and asked Graham if he could enlighten her. 
‘You don’t know who he is? Are you joking? That’s Abdul Kahn. He’s only the funniest guy in Britain!’
Jill looked back at the Indian man as he passed by their table and continued on up towards the stage, which he eventually reached before grabbing the microphone and giving a big hello to everybody in front of him. 
All the guests shouted ‘hello’ back, and Jill realised that this was obviously the beginning of a comedy performance from this man, who she didn’t recognise but everybody else did. 
As Abdul began to speak, he immediately had his audience in stitches, and Jill was laughing too, at one point so much that her stomach was hurting. That was why she found it so hard to believe that she hadn’t heard of this comedian before. How could she have missed him? Then again, it had been a hectic few months for her ever since she had decided to leave her quiet suburban life behind for a life of adventure out on the road. As well as the drama in Las Vegas, she had also been involved in a car accident on the motorway back in the UK, and she had helped console some of the victims while they had been waiting for help to arrive. One of those victims had been a woman by the name of Carol, a woman in her late fifties who had been desperately trying to save the life of her daughter, Francesca, who had been lying unconscious in the seat of an oversized minibus beside her. Thankfully, the two women had been okay, and Jill had been pleased to see them both walk away from the accident, shaken but safe. She didn’t know where the two women were now but hoped that they were both together and having a good time wherever they happened to be, and that thought made her smile as she sat at the wedding on the hilltop in Greece and continued to laugh at this funny comedian’s jokes. 



Carol *
14:00 (UK Local Time) 
The Hotel By The Lake, England
Carol Heath opened her eyes on the instructions of the masseuse who had been expertly working on her stiff neck and shoulders for the last thirty minutes. Turning her head slowly to her right, she saw her daughter, Francesca, opening her eyes too because her respective masseuse had also finished working on her at the same time.
‘We’ll give you guys a minute to get dressed,’ the first masseuse said before following the second one out of the room and leaving the mother and daughter in privacy. 
Carol knew she had to get up now and put on her clothes before making her way out into the reception area of this spa, but she just wanted a few more seconds of peace before then. It was easy to get it in here too, what with the low lighting, soothing music and ambience from the candles that were flickering in the corners of this room. 
It was Francesca who moved first, swinging her legs off the bed before going to the pile of clothes on the chair in the corner and starting to get dressed. 
‘That was amazing,’ she said as she pulled on her t-shirt. ‘Thanks for this, Mum. It was just what I needed.’
‘You’re welcome, darling,’ Carol replied with a smile before finally moving her weary bones and getting off the bed to join her daughter by the chairs. But to Carol’s surprise, her body wasn’t quite as weary as it had been when she had lay down on the bed half an hour ago, and that was a testament to the skilful work of the masseuse she had been assigned. 
Carol and Francesca had spent a lovely day at this spa that was a part of this prestigious hotel in the countryside, after Carol had decided that they both needed a little pampering after what they had been through recently. It was only a month ago when they had been involved in a terrifying traffic accident on the motorway, and they had been lucky to survive after the minibus they had been travelling in had flipped over in the chaos. Carol had twisted her neck in the drama, but it had been Francesca who had come off much worse, and she had been rendered unconscious in the immediate aftermath of the incident. For a few terrifying minutes, Carol thought she had lost her daughter, so it had been a huge relief when Francesca had opened her eyes and indicated that she was okay. Since then, both women had tried to rest up and recuperate from the ordeal as much as possible, but that wasn’t an easy thing to do with husbands around. That was why Carol had decided that she would book a spa session for the pair of them so they could get away from men, daily chores and all the other stresses of the world, and just concentrate on doing what was best for them. 
As well as the massage they had just enjoyed, the duo had been treated to a manicure and pedicure, along with a facial that had left their skin feeling as smooth as they could ever remember it being. They both felt better, and they certainly looked it too, and as they finished getting dressed, Carol was glad she had brought them both here today. It hadn’t been cheap to book a spa session in a place like this, but it had been totally worth it, and after what they had been through, they knew that life was too short not to have a few treats every now and again. 
With their clothes back on and their shoulders and necks feeling ten years younger, the women gathered up their handbags and left the room, before heading through the reception and thanking the women there who had been responsible for the exquisite treatment they had received today. Carol had already settled the bill beforehand, so now the two women were free to leave, and they did just that, exiting the spa and stepping out into the large hallway that ran through this old hotel where so many people liked to tie the knot each year. 
Carol knew there were a couple of weddings going on in these grounds right now somewhere because she had seen the signage for them up in the reception area, and she was half hoping to catch a glimpse of at least one of the brides in their dress before she left. But she couldn’t see any flashes of white as she looked up and down the hallway, and that was a shame, although probably for the best because Carol was sure the brides didn’t want strangers like her snooping on their big day. 
The plan had been for them both to leave the hotel and return to their car before driving back home, but as they passed the lounge, Francesca had other ideas. 
‘How about a treat before we go?’ she asked her mum, and Carol liked the sound of that, so they entered the lounge and took a seat at one of the tables by the window. 
The lounge was quiet as it was reserved for only hotel guests or users of the spa, and a polite young man in a very smart uniform came over to give the two women a menu to browse through. As Francesca checked out their options, Carol looked out of the window and saw the lake in the distance, as well as the guests gathered on the white chairs beside it. 
‘Look, we can see one of the weddings from here,’ Carol said, and Francesca looked up from the menu to see what her mother was talking about. 
‘Wow! How pretty is that?’ she observed, and that really was a good way to describe what they were looking at. It was a truly wonderful place for two people to tie the knot, and Carol watched as a few more guests scurried down the hill towards where the ceremony was due to take place, while also wondering how long it would be until the bride arrived. 
‘How does an afternoon tea sound?’ Francesca asked her mother. ‘My treat.’
‘It sounds wonderful, but don’t be silly, I’ll get this,’ Carol said, reaching for her handbag to get out her purse. 
‘No, you’ve paid for enough today,’ Francesca said, waving her hand at her mother to make her stop trying to get her money out again and letting her know that she would be covering the costs of this tea herself. 
‘Thank you, darling,’ Carol said when she realised that she couldn’t persuade her daughter to change her mind, and as Francesca placed their order with the waiter, the proud mother decided that she would pay a quick visit to the ladies’ room before they were served. 
Leaving the table, Carol made her way through the quiet lounge and out into the hallway, looking around for the sign to the toilets because she wasn’t exactly sure where she was going and probably should have asked before she tried.  
Carol was just about to turn back when she saw a bearded man in a very smart suit walk out of one of the rooms, and a second later, he was joined by a woman in a spectacular white wedding dress. 
The bride and groom were quickly joined by several of their other guests, as well as a photographer who was snapping away with gleeful abandon, and Carol froze when she realised that she had inadvertently ended up in the middle of somebody else’s wedding celebrations. 
Standing to the side of the hallway with her back pressed up against the wall, she did her best not to get in the way of the happy couple as they walked past her, but they didn’t seem to mind her presence and smiled at her as they went. 
‘Congratulations,’ Carol said as they passed, and the man thanked her in a thick Eastern European accent, which caught her by surprise a little bit because she hadn’t been excepting him to be foreign. 
For some reason that Carol couldn’t quite put her finger on, the couple seemed vaguely familiar, and she watched them go while trying to figure out why that could be. But she couldn’t work it out, and it wasn’t long until they had turned the corner and were out of view, along with everybody else who had come here today to celebrate their big day with them. 
Carol decided to hurry up and finish what she had come out here to do so she could get back to where her daughter was waiting for her, so she returned to looking for the toilets before eventually finding them. After getting back to the lounge and taking her seat opposite Francesca, Carol decided that she would tell her daughter about what she had just witnessed. 
‘I saw one of the couples who are getting married today,’ she said with a smile on her face. ‘The woman’s dress was stunning. It must have cost a fortune.’
‘Really? Where did they go? I want to see!’ Francesca said, turning to look towards the door to the lounge as if she might catch a glimpse of them passing by. 
‘They’ve gone somewhere else, but we might see them when we’re leaving,’ Carol said optimistically, and she really hoped they would because she hoped for Francesca to see the spectacular dress that she had just seen too. 
‘I felt like I recognised them,’ Carol remembered as the two women sat and waited for their afternoon tea to be served. 
‘Really?’ 
‘Yeah, I’m not sure where from but they looked very familiar. Especially the man.’
‘That’s weird.’
‘Yeah.’
Carol shrugged and wasn’t going to think too much of it until Francesca suddenly sat forward in her seat and pointed out of the window. 
‘Oh my god, is that them?’ she asked, and Carol turned to see that the couple she had just seen in the hallway were now making their way past the window outside. 
‘Yeah, that’s them,’ Carol said. ‘Isn’t her dress beautiful?’
‘No wonder. You know who that is, don’t you!’
‘Who?’
‘It’s that Serbian couple who won the lottery! Remember, their photo was in the news!’
‘Oh my god, you’re right!’
Carol couldn’t believe it, but that explained why she had recognised them. They were the people who had scooped the national jackpot, the same jackpot that Carol and her husband, Steve, had been trying and failing to scoop for the last thirty years. 
The two women watched as the newlyweds walked on, followed by their congregation, before they disappeared from view down one of the hills that surrounded this hotel. Then they turned to each other with their eyebrows raised, clearly both thrilled that they had seen something they could gossip about with their friends at a later date. 
But before they could talk amongst themselves, the waiter returned to their table with the tray of afternoon tea, and Carol and Francesca marvelled at all the sandwiches and scones on offer, as well as the hot mug of tea that would quench their considerable thirst after an afternoon in the spa. 
The women wasted no time at all in tucking into their tasty treats, and conversation was kept to a minimum until both of their appetites were satisfied. 
‘Well, I guess my diet is out of the window,’ Carol commented, and Francesca agreed that her own diet had been ruined by today’s little treat too. But neither of them seemed to regret their choices, and that was evidenced a few minutes later when the waiter returned to the table to find an empty tray before him. 
Carol and Francesca both sat back in their chairs and held their bellies as the waiter cleared away, feeling absolutely no remorse for what they had just done and not even bothering to do a calorie count to check the damage. All that mattered was that today had been a success, and they had spent some quality time together, time that may have been denied to them if the accident on the motorway had ended up being worse than it had for them. 
There had been fatalities on the road that day, and Carol felt awful that people had lost their lives, but she was extremely grateful that her daughter had not been amongst them because things could so very easily have been different. Several vehicles had collided with each other, and the carriageway had looked like a warzone as Carol and Francesca had been helped away from it by the paramedics. But perhaps the most shocking thing about it all had been the fact that they later learned that the carnage had been caused by two young boys who had been throwing bricks onto the motorway from a bridge. Those boys had been identified by the police, and the media had somehow leaked the information too, and there was a great debate going on in the news currently about what kind of punishment the two youngsters should be given. Carol could scarcely believe that boys so young could do such a thing, never mind have an opinion on what should happen to them now, so she had refrained from adding her opinion to the debate, but her husband’s attitude was clear. He felt they should be locked up and the key tossed in the Thames for almost causing the death of his wife and daughter. But it remained to be seen what the courts would decide.  
But Carol didn’t want to spoil how wonderful today had been by thinking about those boys and what they had done to so many innocent people, so she put a smile back on her face and asked her daughter if she would like one more cup of tea before they hit the road. Francesca said that she would, so the order was placed with the waiter and the two women waited patiently while looking outside and seeing if they could catch any more glimpses of the wedding parties that were sharing these grounds with them today. 
At the moment, they could only see the congregation down by the lake and it looked like that wedding hadn’t happened yet, so Carol had good reason for ordering one more cup of tea. She could happily sit here a little longer and keep watch because that meant she had more chance of seeing another bride and commenting on another dress, and that was all good fun for a woman like her. Francesca seemed keen to hang around for a little while as well, and as the waiter got to work on their next pot of tea, the two women relaxed without a care in the world, which was more than could be said for the people who were actually getting married here today. 



Diego *
14:01 
The Hotel By The Lake, England
Diego Olivera pulled at his tight shirt collar and tried to loosen it slightly, as if that would be enough to ease the tension that he was feeling ahead of what was supposedly the biggest day of his life. But his top button was fastened, and his tie was on top of that, meaning there wasn’t much room around his neck to allow some air in beneath his hot suit. 
Glancing up at the sun that was bearing down on him on this clear blue sky day, there was no doubt that it was perfect weather for an outdoor wedding. But it wasn’t the perfect weather for a man that felt like he was burning up. 
Diego just wanted to get this ceremony over with so he could loosen his collar, throw back a few shots at the bar and then get on with the rest of his life. The problem was that weddings weren’t exactly the kind of thing that could be rushed through. They were slow and structured, and it seemed like every single minute was a painstaking process of waiting around to get to the next part. Like now, for example. Diego had been standing at this constructed ‘altar’ beside his best man and the registrar, and in front of all the wedding guests, for the last ten minutes, and he was still waiting for his bride to turn up so they could make a start on their vows. The ceremony had been due to begin at two o’clock, but a quick check on the Rolex on his wrist told Diego that Lindsey was obviously running a little behind. That was annoying because Diego just wanted to get this over with, but it was also slightly concerning because he didn’t know what the cause of the delay was. 
Could Lindsey have stood him up? 
That was a worry, but it was doubtful because, as far as Diego had been able to tell, Lindsey had been counting down excitedly to this day, ever since they had booked this venue. She had shown no indication of any second thoughts or even nerves about what they were about to do, so he believed that there was a simpler explanation for her lateness now. Diego knew that Lindsey was travelling to this hotel today from another hotel about ten minutes away, where she had stayed last night with her bridesmaids. That was only a short distance from here, and the wedding car had been booked to bring the bride to this hotel today, so Diego expected to see Lindsey arriving any minute now. The car must have got a little delayed somewhere on one of the many country roads that surrounded this place. Maybe there was a tractor blocking the road or an errant sheep. That would be annoying, but then again, Diego always found life to be annoying out in the sleepy British countryside. 
Letting out a deep sigh and checking his watch again, Diego tried to take his mind off this irritating situation right here and instead, focus on all the good things that would be coming for him once today was over with. The whole reason for him wanting to marry Lindsey had little to do with love and everything to do with the fact that he knew being seen to be married and ‘grown up’ would reflect well on him in the eyes of the partners at the law firm in which he worked. Diego could see all of those partners now, each of them looking resplendent as they sat patiently on the fourth row amongst all the other guests, prepared to see their junior colleague tie the knot. Diego had made sure to invite them all so that they could witness his nuptials and be left in no doubt that he had made the progression into what society would deem a stable, dependable and loyal young man. It was important that was the case because Diego’s employers valued those things above all else when it came time to deciding who should be the next partner in the business, and Diego very much wanted to be the chosen one next time. After today, the groom hoped it would only be a matter of time until he got his promotion and made his whole relationship with Lindsey worth it. 
Wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead, Diego was aware that he had put an awful lot of work into trying to convince other people that he was ready to settle down and move into a more responsible phase of his life. His partners, his family and friends, and most of all, Lindsey. But he had obviously done a good job of it because here he was, about to be married and as far as he knew, nobody here knew the truth, which was that Diego was really the same debauched guy he had always been, who never missed an opportunity to engage in sordid activities with the opposite sex. 
He still went to his sex clubs, and he still slept with other women, and it was all still a secret, although there had been one very unexpected moment last month when his carefully constructed façade had almost come crumbling down. It had been when Diego and Lindsey had almost been involved in a serious accident after being stuck in a traffic jam on the motorway, before being saved at the last second by the quick-thinking actions of another woman. Diego and Lindsey had been able to get out of their vehicle seconds before a lorry had ploughed straight through it, and they would surely have lost their lives if the woman hadn’t intervened when she did. But before Diego could be too thankful, he learnt the identity of that heroine, and it was quite the shock when he did. That’s because it was April, one of the many women Diego had cheated on Lindsey with ever since he had met her.   
As Lindsey had stood by the roadside in the immediate aftermath of the accident, shaken but happy to be alive, Diego had been concerned with the fact that his fiancé had been standing right next to a woman who could expose his lies and ruin his plans for a tactical marriage. April had obviously recognised him too but, mercifully, she had said nothing, no doubt distracted somewhat by Lindsey’s expressions of gratitude for having had her life saved. But then there had been an unexpected problem when Lindsey had later invited April to their wedding as some kind of thank you for getting them out of their car in time. Lindsey believed that the wedding would not be happening had it not been for April’s heroic act, so she wanted the woman there to enjoy their big day with them. But Diego obviously had not wanted that, and thankfully, April hadn’t wanted it either. Despite Lindsey’s continued invitations to April to be here today, April was not amongst the guests at this wedding, and that meant that Diego didn’t have to worry about her ruining his big occasion. 
Things had worked out well in the end for Diego, just like they always seemed to, although right now, he was still waiting for Lindsey to arrive. It was becoming clear that something wasn’t quite right because he saw the registrar speaking with a couple of the hotel employees, and he presumed it was about the missing bride. Some of the guests were also starting to check their watches and whisper amongst themselves, and Diego wondered what the tension would be like if Lindsey had still failed to show in ten minutes’ time. 
‘Don’t worry, mate. She’ll be here.’
Diego turned to look at the guy standing beside him and smiled. It was Abe, his best man, and someone who he could always count on to tell him everything was going to be alright. Abe had told Diego exactly the same thing after they had returned from Las Vegas, albeit very delayed due to Diego going ‘AWOL’ in the desert city on the last night of his stag do and causing Lindsey to worry about what he had been up to. Nobody knew what Diego had really been doing that night because he hadn’t told a soul, not even his best friend, but Abe wasn’t stupid. He obviously suspected Diego had done something that he shouldn’t have done, but like a good mate, he hadn’t made a big deal of it. He had just slapped Diego on the back and told him not to worry, and that’s exactly what he was doing again now. 
‘I’m not worried,’ Diego replied with a shrug of his shoulders, and Abe seemed happy enough with that as they went back to looking up at the hotel on the hill where Lindsey should be making her way down from any moment now. 
But more seconds went by without the appearance of the woman in the white dress, and there was no doubt that other people were starting to get worried, even if Diego was pretending that he wasn’t. The registrar was now making her way down the aisle, and back in the direction of the hotel, which seemed a little concerning, so Diego decided to go after her and find out if she knew something that he didn’t. 
Walking down the aisle that had been sprinkled in rose petals in anticipation of Lindsey’s grand entrance, Diego ignored all the eyeballs of the guests that were on him as he went and just focused on catching up with the middle-aged woman in the grey blouse, who was here to officiate today’s proceedings. 
‘What’s happening?’ he asked her while keeping his voice low so nobody could listen in just in case it was bad news and Lindsey really had done a runner on him. 
‘I’m sure everything’s fine, but I’m just going to go and check with the staff in the hotel and see if any of them have seen Lindsey,’ the registrar replied, seemingly unconcerned about this situation but then again obviously concerned enough to go and doublecheck. 
‘I’ll come with you,’ Diego said, figuring that would be the quickest way for him to find out where his bride was, as well as give him some respite from standing out here in the sun in front of the worried eyes of all of his guests, his bosses included. 
‘No, you stay here just in case Lindsey has arrived. You don’t want to see her before she makes her big walk, do you?’
‘I don’t care, I just want to see her.’
‘I understand, but you just need to relax. She’s only running a couple of minutes late, and there will be a perfectly good explanation for why she isn’t here yet, unless she already is and is just making her final preparations.’
Diego was grateful that this woman was saying things to try and put his mind at ease, but he meant what he said too. He needed to see Lindsey because until he did, he was only going to worry that something had gone wrong and the wedding was off. And if the wedding was off then what would that mean for his chances of making partner at work? He seriously doubted his bosses, who all valued family life and stability, would want to promote a guy who had been stood up on his wedding day. 
If Diego had been stood up then it would inevitably raise questions as to why it had happened? People would speculate on Lindsey’s reasoning for backing out, and many of them might wonder if it was Diego’s fault. If they started to think that then it would ruin the image that Diego had worked so hard to portray of himself, which was that he was a clean-cut guy who definitely did not get up to illicit things in his spare time. But until Lindsey turned up here and set his mind at ease, the groom was going to entertain all sorts of paranoid thoughts, and they would only grow in number with every passing second that his bride failed to materialise. 
‘I’ll be right back,’ the registrar assured Diego before scurrying away up the grassy hill towards the hotel, and leaving Diego standing at the foot of it in his sweltering suit with all the guests still sitting patiently behind him. 
‘You look like you need a drink,’ Abe suddenly said out of nowhere, and Diego turned around to see his best man standing there while holding out a hipflask for him to take. 
‘You know me too well,’ Diego replied, and he accepted the hipflask before taking a swig from it. 
The whiskey inside it was a little warmer than the groom would have preferred it to be, but it would still do the trick in easing his nerves, and he made sure to take a second swig for good measure. There was nothing like a little bit of liquid courage to get a man through a trying time, and with the hipflask handed back to his best man, Diego felt slightly more settled about things as he walked back down the aisle and re-took his place at the altar. 
The sun was still just as hot in this spot as it had been when he had vacated it a moment ago, but Diego told himself that he would soon be relaxing in the shade of the marquee that was set up around twenty yards away from here, once this ceremony was over. That was where the rest of the event would take place, including the meal, the speeches and the first dance, and everything was ready to go once the happy couple had said their vows. 
But for now, the vows remained unspoken. Diego was still unmarried, as was Lindsey, and that was a big problem for the groom. Even more of a problem for him was that the longer this went on, the more it seemed like there would be no wedding today after all. 



Mitchell
14:02 
A country lane, England 
Mitchell Matthews had been a wedding car driver for over forty years, and he prided himself on the fact that he had never failed to get a bride to the altar on his watch. But there was a first time for everything and today certainly threatened his spotless record. That was because instead of already being parked at the hotel where today’s wedding was supposed to be taking place, he was stuck at the side of this country lane trying to change a flat tyre. 
There was never a good time to get a flat tyre, but it couldn’t be much worse when he was transporting a bride to the biggest occasion of her life. Unfortunately, that was what had happened, and as Mitchell toiled in the sweltering sunshine, the bride sat inside the air-conditioned vehicle and stressed about whether or not she was going to make it to the altar to meet her groom. 
The bride’s name was Lindsey, and she had been a polite and friendly young woman right up until the point when the car she was travelling in had started to shudder, and Mitchell had told her that he suspected they had a flat tyre. Then she had quickly transformed into an anxious, upset young woman who felt like disaster had struck and ruined her big day before it had even got going. The experienced driver had told her to stay calm and assured her that he would get them back on the road in no time at all, but that had been ten minutes ago, and they were still stuck over a mile away from the hotel. To make things worse, there was no phone signal in this area, so Mitchell couldn’t call the hotel and let the wedding party there know what had happened. All he could do was keep trying to fix this tyre as quickly as possible so that he could complete the job that he was being paid to do. 
Being a wedding car driver had given Mitchell plenty of pleasure over the years because it had meant that he had always played a key role in many a woman’s dream day. He had only got into the industry because he had needed a job in his twenties and driving a car to a church or hotel seemed easy enough. But the fact that he was still doing that same job over forty years later showed how much he had actually gone on to enjoy it. Mitchell had long ago stopped viewing what he did as ‘work’ and instead saw it as a kind of gift that he could offer to the world. That was because he took great pride in not only ferrying the brides to their wedding venues but also enhancing the journey along the way for them with his jokes, his stories and his good wishes for the future happiness of the woman in the white dress sitting on his back seat. 
He’d been a part of all sorts of weddings over the years, from the traditional to the frankly insane, but one thing was always the same. He always got the bride where she needed to be as quickly and efficiently as possible. But there was no doubt that this incident right here was the biggest test of Mitchell’s career to date, and annoyingly, it had come on one of his very last jobs. 
He was planning to retire next week, which was probably for the best because he was in his late sixties now, and he deserved a good rest. His wife certainly believed he did, and Mitchell quite liked the idea of using his bus pass in retirement and have somebody drive him to where he wanted to go for a change. But before he could get to the stage where he put his feet up and left the working world behind, he had the small task of changing a heavy tyre to complete first. 
Despite never suffering a flat tyre on any of the vehicles he had used over his long years as a wedding car driver, Mitchell had always kept a spare in the back just in case. That was lucky because without it today then there would be absolutely no chance of getting Lindsey to her wedding. But just because he had a spare, it didn’t mean it was easy to use it. It still required the driver to physically be able to take one tyre off and put another one on, and that was demanding work for anybody, never mind a man approaching his seventies. 
He appreciated the fact that Lindsey’s father was trying his best to help with the process, having climbed out of his seat in the back of the vehicle and offered his assistance, but there was only so much the father of the bride could do without risking getting his suit covered in grease and dirt. Mitchell was wearing a suit of his own, as he always did when he was on duty at the wheel, but he wasn’t as bothered about getting this one dirty because he wasn’t going to be the one in wedding photos today. That’s why Mitchell was the man on his hands and knees on the road beside the car, while Lindsey’s father was the one standing beside him and mainly just offering some verbal support. 
‘God, it’s hot,’ Mitchell said as he paused for a moment to wipe the sweat from his forehead, inadvertently smearing his skin with grease as he did. 
‘I think I have a bottle of water in the back,’ the bride’s father said, and he scurried to the back door to see if he could retrieve it and give the older man some respite. 
Mitchell went back to working on the tyre while he waited for the water to arrive, and he was relieved a few seconds later when he was able to remove the faulty wheel from its axle and push it to the roadside. 
Now he was halfway through his task. 
Lindsey’s father returned a moment later with the water bottle and handed it to Mitchell, and the weary driver took a thirsty gulp of lukewarm liquid before wiping his mouth and thanking the man. 
‘How’s she doing?’ Mitchell asked as he attempted to get the spare tyre into position. 
‘She’s okay. She just wishes she could let Diego know where she is.’
Mitchell nodded his head because that was understandable. He knew Lindsey’s groom was called Diego because he had asked her about him shortly after he had collected her from the hotel where she had stayed last night and set off towards the one for today. Lindsey had chatted excitedly about her husband-to-be, telling Mitchell that he was a high-flying lawyer who had got talking to her on a tube train last summer before proposing in a fancy restaurant on Valentine’s Day earlier this year. It sounded like a real whirlwind romance, and it also sounded like Lindsey was a very happy young woman indeed. 
It always warmed Mitchell’s heart to see his clients so excited about taking the next step in their lives and getting hitched, and it also reminded him of how he had felt on his own wedding day, which was forty-seven years ago last month. Mitchell had been married to his sweetheart, Barbara, since he was a young man, but he still loved her just as much now that he was getting to be an old one. He didn’t profess to knowing the secret of a long and happy marriage, just that it was about carrying on each day and never allowing anything to ever come between husband and wife. Having been through his own wedding day before, Mitchell knew just how much of an honour it was for him to have been trusted to be a part of so many other people’s big day, and that was why he always endeavoured to deliver the best service he possibly could. 
It was why he was now straining every sinew in his body to get this new tyre fitted to his stricken car. 
Mitchell’s hand gripped the wheel-wrench tightly as he worked quickly on his task, although not quite as quickly as the pit lane crews who were able to change tyres so efficiently in the Formula One races that the wedding driver liked to watch if he had a spare Sunday afternoon. It was crazy how those crews could change a tyre on a state-of-the-art racing car in mere seconds, whereas for more normal people like Mitchell, it took a hell of a lot longer than that. 
‘Here, let me give you a hand,’ Lindsey’s father said as he leaned down and relieved Mitchell of his duties for a moment before tugging on the wrench as hard as he could. 
‘Just be careful you don’t get covered in grease,’ Mitchell reminded his assistant, but he was also aware that the father was more concerned about getting his daughter to the altar in the next few minutes rather than about getting a little stain on his suit shirt. 
Between the pair of them, the men were able to get the tyre fitted onto the vehicle, and all they had to do then was remove the jack and throw the useless old tyre in the boot. Then they would be good to go again and not a moment too soon. But before they could finish up their task, the window was wound down in the back of the car, and the face of a very upset bride appeared from inside. It was Lindsey, and she was not doing a very good job of keeping the tears at bay, which meant that she was doing a very good job of ruining all of her make-up. 
‘My wedding’s ruined,’ Lindsey cried as she looked out at the two men kneeling by the roadside surrounded by all sorts of mechanical tools that had ended up turning this day into less of a prestigious affair and more of a spit-and-sawdust one. 
‘Oh, darling. Don’t be silly. It’s not ruined,’ Lindsey’s father said as he got to his feet and dusted down his suit trousers. ‘We have the new tyre on now, see? So we’ll be back on the road any second now.’
‘That’s right,’ Mitchell chimed in, doing his bit to try and soothe the poor bride while also not pausing to slow down on removing the jack from beneath the new tyre. 
‘We should have been there five minutes ago,’ Lindsey cried. ‘He’ll think that I’ve stood him up!’
‘No, he won’t, darling. He knows that you’re on your way.’
‘How? There’s no phone signal. He has no idea where we are!’
It was obvious that it was going to take a little more than useless platitudes to make Lindsey feel better about this situation and Mitchell knew the only solution was to get this car moving again and fast. Fortunately, he was now almost in a position to do that because with the jack removed and the new tyre now sitting firmly on the road, it wouldn’t be long until they were speeding through these country lanes again. 
Not that Mitchell ever exceeded the speed limit, of course. 
Returning all the ‘mechanics’ equipment to the boot of the car, along with the flat tyre that had caused so much trouble today, Mitchell told Lindsey’s father to return to his seat because they were now ready to get going again. The relief was palpable on the father’s face, and he rushed back into the vehicle to re-take his seat beside his daughter, and no doubt continue to tell her that everything was going to work out well in the end. 
Mitchell himself rushed towards his own seat, and he got back in behind the wheel and closed his door with the determination of a man who would not let anything come between him and what he had to do today. 
Starting the engine and putting his car into gear, Mitchell felt relieved as he released the handbrake and got the four wheels rolling again in perfect motion. He had always enjoyed driving, and it had never felt as sweet to be on the move as it did right now, with the wind blowing through the open window beside him and the country lane whizzing by beyond. 
‘See, we’ll have you there in no time,’ Mitchell assured the bride in his rear-view mirror who had stopped crying now and was busy trying to do some damage limitation on her once-perfect make-up.  
‘Thank you,’ Lindsey replied, and Mitchell gave her a little wink when she made eye contact with him in his mirror, a friendly gesture from an old man coming towards the end of his journey to a young woman just beginning hers. 
Checking the time on his dashboard, Mitchell saw that while they were late, they were not as late as he had originally feared when he had first got out of his car and spotted the flat tyre on his vehicle. He had managed to change the tyre surprisingly quickly, and maybe those pit crews in Formula One weren’t as special as he thought they were. Then again, it was amazing how fast a person could get a job done when they had a crying bride watching them work. 
But for now, the tears were drying, and the wedding was back on. 
The only question was, would things stay that way? 



April *
14:03 
Another country lane, England
April Adams stared at the Sat-Nav that was sitting on the dashboard of her car and tried to make some sense out of what it was telling her. But despite her best efforts, she had absolutely no idea. 
‘Stupid thing!’ she cried as she hit it for what was the fourth time since she had been stuck driving around these country lanes without any clue as to how to get to her final destination. 
The Sat-Nav didn’t react well to being hit and went clattering across the dashboard before sliding off completely and falling down into the footwell of the passenger seat beside the driver. 
April stared at it for a moment as she was contemplating whether it was even worth bothering to pick it up and try using it again but, in the end, she knew she had no choice. As much as she hated this expensive piece of technology that had done nothing but infuriate her ever since she had bought it, she also knew that it was her only chance of finding the hotel she needed to be at today. 
Scooping the Sat-Nav back up from the floor of her car and reattaching it to its holder on the dashboard, April allowed the software on the small device to reset itself before she could start using it again. It took a little while, but eventually, the female voice on the navigation equipment started speaking to the driver again. 
‘In two hundred yards, turn left,’ the Sat-Nav told April, and the driver let out a deep sigh before putting her car back into gear and setting off again. 
It had been over two hours since she had left her flat in London and driven out into the countryside, and she had spent almost half of that time getting lost on these country lanes. The hotel she was looking for was apparently only one mile away, according to the Sat-Nav anyway, but that wasn’t much consolation because April still couldn’t find it. She had made a series of wrong turns, helped in no way whatsoever by some of the confusing and contradictory instructions of the Sat-Nav, and now she was afraid that she would be too late to get to where she needed to be. 
April cursed herself for leaving this to the very last minute as she carried on driving down the lane at a speed that a passing police officer would not have approved of. She could have set off earlier today or even better, she could have taken action any time over the last month since she had come into contact with the poor woman who was due to get married any second now. 
It had been on a gridlocked section of the motorway only a month ago when April had saved the lives of two people, one of whom turned out to be somebody who she already knew pretty well. They were Lindsey and Diego, and it was the latter who April already had a history with, having spent a drunken night with him on Christmas Eve after meeting him in a bar and ending up in bed together. At that time, April had thought it was nothing more than a standard one night stand with a single guy. But after crossing paths with him again so unexpectedly last month, she found out the truth. Diego had not been single when he had been with her that night. He had been in a relationship at the time, and that relationship had progressed since, to the point where he was due to marry his partner today. 
April had told herself at the time that it was none of her business whether or not Diego had cheated on the woman he was due to marry and, after saving their lives from the sleeping driver at the wheel of the lorry which had ploughed into the couple’s car seconds after April had got them out of it, she thought she would never see them again. But she hadn’t expected Lindsey to be so eager to repay April for saving them that fateful day. 
As they stood by the side of the motorway in the aftermath of the crash, Lindsey had invited April to her wedding, much to her surprise, as well as to Diego too. April had put the random invite down to the adrenaline and shock that Lindsey was experiencing after the near-miss with the lorry, so she had not made too big a deal about it and expected nothing more to be said. But Lindsey had been insistent and so much so that she had ended up taking down April’s phone number because she wanted to be able to say a proper thank you at a later date.
April had been relieved to get away from Diego and his partner after that day on the motorway, and she hadn’t been planning on seeing either of them ever again. She figured Diego must have been unfaithful to Lindsey on the night he slept with her because they were engaged now, and things like engagements tended to come from long-term relationships rather than for couples who have only just met. Because of that, April felt sorry for Lindsey, who presumably had no idea that her partner was capable of seeing other women behind her back. But she didn’t want to poke her nose into other people’s business, so she decided to keep her history with Diego to herself and leave Lindsey to live her own life. At least that was until Lindsey started texting and calling and trying again to persuade April to attend the wedding. 
It was during those text message conversations that April learned that Lindsey had indeed been in a relationship with Diego at the time when he had slept with her, so it had left April in no doubt that Diego was a sly man who had been keeping secrets from his bride-to-be. But what did that mean? April still didn’t think it was any of her business to get involved in another person’s private affairs. 
However, things were made tricky by the persistence of the bride because, the way Lindsey seemed to see it, the wedding would not be happening if it hadn’t been for April’s quick thinking that day on the motorway. Lindsey was acutely aware that she and her fiancé would have ended up at a funeral and not a wedding if the lorry had hit them, and because of that, she felt as if she had to have April present with them on the day. But obviously, that would have been far too awkward an event for April to attend, and it would have been extremely uncomfortable for Diego too, not that he particularly deserved to have his feelings considered in this matter. That was why April had continued to politely decline all the invites, making excuse after excuse, until Lindsey eventually conceded defeat and accepted that she wouldn’t be attending her big day. 
It had seemed then that April would finally be free to move on and stop thinking about that couple, which was something she was keen to do for many reasons and not just because she felt guilty about having slept with the fiancé of a very kind and pleasant woman. It was also because she felt guilty about the fact that the night she had slept with Diego had been the same night that her best friend, Katie, had been murdered, and April had regretted leaving her pal by herself every day since her body had been found. The memory of Diego wasn’t just linked to the knowledge that April could easily have broken the heart of poor Lindsey, if she had ever found out what happened, but also the last time she saw her friend alive, and that was why April was so keen to put her past behind her and focus on the future, leaving Lindsey and Diego to marry and April to put all her energies into trying to help the police catch Katie’s killer. 
That plan had actually been going quite well recently, or at least it was going well in the sense that April had been able to have a conversation with a police officer about her tragic friend and her theories about who might have killed her. April had presented the folder of ‘suspects’ that she had assembled, albeit rather bizarrely based on little more than the words of a couple of mediums who had picked up on the spirit of Katie and given a name of someone who seemed to be linked to her. 
Valentin. 
With that name, April had put together a list of namesakes in the London area and given it to the police in the belief that one of those men was the killer. Of course, she hadn’t told the police the real reason how she had come to this conclusion, aware that they were unlikely to put much stock in her telling them that she had been in contact with the dead to get the name. Therefore, she made up a story and said that a man had tried to attack her one night, and while she hadn’t gotten a good look at him, she had caught a glimpse of the name on his keychain when his keys had fallen out of his pocket in the scuffle. It was a tall tale, but it had been enough to get April a meeting at the police station and now her dossier of ‘suspects’ was in the hands of the people who could potentially do some good with it.
So far, April had not heard anything about what the police were doing with their list of ‘Valentins’, but she would seek out an update soon. However, she had a more pressing matter to attend to today, and that was why she was out on these country roads trying to make sense of the Sat-Nav’s infuriating instructions. 
‘In fifty yards, at the end of the road, make a right,’ the Sat-Nav told her, but that couldn’t be right because it had just told her to make a left a few seconds ago as she was approaching these crossroads.   
‘What are you talking about, you stupid woman!’ April cried, her exasperation getting the better of her and reducing her to somebody who shouted cross words at an inanimate object. 
Pulling over again at the side of the road, April checked her mobile phone to see if she had picked up a signal yet. She hadn’t been able to get one ever since she had left the main road and entered into this myriad of lanes out in the middle of nowhere, but maybe she would get lucky now. She certainly felt as if she was due some good fortune. 
Sure enough, there was one bar of signal on her phone, and while it likely wouldn’t have been strong enough for her to be able to make a phone call, she could use it to access the Maps part of her phone and see if the instructions on there were easier to follow than the instructions on the Sat-Nav.
As she typed in the address of the hotel that she was looking for, April told herself that she was still going to make it on time and stop Lindsey from making a big mistake. That seemed unlikely now because it had gone two o’clock, and that meant that the wedding should already be underway, but April was going to try anyway because she felt like she had to. 
She felt that way because of the message Lindsey had sent to her this morning. 
April had woken up late morning to find the message from the bride on her phone, and it had been a surprise because it had been the first communication from Lindsey in several days. At first, April had worried that it would be another invitation to the wedding that she would have to politely decline again, but it wasn’t. Instead, it was a short and simple message that had obviously come from the heart. 
‘Today I get to marry the man I love. Thank you so much for saving our lives. I will never forget what you did for us xx’
It was a touching message and would have filled April with pride if circumstances had been different. But they weren’t, so instead of being filled with pride, April had been consumed by something else instead. 
Regret. 
As she laid in bed this morning and re-read that message, she regretted not telling Lindsey the truth about Diego and what he was really like. That was why she had typed out a reply to the bride in which she had urged Lindsey not to go ahead with the wedding and not to trust her groom. The only problem was, April hadn’t been able to bring herself to send the message. 
She had lay there in bed for over an hour, staring at the words she had written on her phone’s screen and trying to pluck up the courage to deliver them to Lindsey, but she just couldn’t do it. How could she ruin somebody’s life via a text message? Lindsey was obviously a very kind and caring person, and that told April that she deserved to hear the devastating news in a kind and caring manner. 
A text message was too cold. 
It would have to be done in person. 
That had been when April had leapt out of bed, thrown on some clothes and raced outside to her car before entering the address of the wedding venue in her Sat-Nav and hitting the road. 
She had expected to have made it to the hotel in plenty of time before the ceremony started so that she could have a moment alone with Lindsey and enlighten her about the man she was really about to marry today. It would have been up to the bride what she did with that information, but April felt that she at least deserved to know the truth so that she could make an informed decision from there. Maybe she would forgive him and go ahead with the wedding, and that would be fine, but it deserved to be her choice because what if Lindsey reacted badly and decided she couldn’t marry a cheat. April had to find out before Lindsey spoke those vows and committed herself to a man that clearly didn’t deserve her. 
But thanks to the confusing directions of the bewildering Sat-Nav in her car, April was now very late, and time was running out for her to get to Lindsey before Diego put that ring on her finger. But at least her phone had a little bit of signal, and she was able to use it to get some better directions that told her exactly where the hotel was and how long it would take to get there. 
Less than ten minutes. 
Would that be enough time? 
April didn’t know, but she couldn’t afford to hang around. 
She put the accelerator pedal to the floor and sped off down the country lane with her hands gripping the wheel and her eyes burning through the windscreen. 
She was a woman on a mission. 
But she wasn’t the only one today. 



Paula *
14:04 
Greenwich, London, England
Paula Walsh nibbled nervously on her bottom lip and tried to tell herself that she wasn’t wasting police time and risking her job all in one fell swoop. But all the evidence was suggesting that it was a mistake to have pursued a line of enquiry that was frankly weak at best. 
It had been just under a month since one of the detective’s colleagues at the police station had brought the folder full of ‘suspects’ to her and given her this idea to take a chance on the longest of long shots. The folder in question had been delivered by a young woman who had apparently escaped the clutches of a man with nefarious intentions, but in doing so, had also been able to ascertain their name. 
Valentin. 
Such a thing would not have ended up anywhere near the desk of a highly ranked Detective like Paula in normal times, but these were far from normal times. That was because a serial killer had been tormenting the citizens of London for several months now, and with numerous women dead and even more missing, something had to be done. It was Paula’s job to bring the killer to justice, but as of yet, she had failed to do that, and despite her best efforts, her team of skilled officers had very little to go on. That was why Paula had made it clear that if any information was to come to light, no matter how small or seemingly far-fetched, then it was to be brought to her attention, and she would decide if it was anything worth pursuing. 
That was how she had decided to pursue the folder full of Valentins. 
Paula had realised that if she was going to catch a killer who was making very few mistakes, then she was going to have to think outside the box and take a few risks, just like the killer themselves seemed to be doing when it came to choosing their victims. That was why she had gone through the folder on her desk before presenting it to her team and telling them what she was planning on doing next. 
The Detective decided that each one of the men on the list would be looked into, discreetly but thoroughly, to see if there was any chance that they might have been the person they had been looking for all along. That meant allocating part of her department’s limited budget to surveillance operations which weren’t cheap, and were not guaranteed to produce any results, never mind case-cracking ones. That meant that the whole thing could end up being an expensive waste of police time and money, and lead to Paula having to answer some uncomfortable questions from her superiors when it came to giving her next briefing. But she had deemed it a risk worth taking because it was the first lead of any kind they had been given in a long time, and while it was weak, it was at least somewhere to start. 
The surveillance of the Valentins in the folder had begun in earnest shortly after the decision had been made, and that was what had occupied a slice of the detective’s department’s time over the last few weeks. The men in the folder, or the Valentins’ as they were known amongst the offices now, were all tailed, watched and reported on, and the information had been fed back to Paula in the weekly briefing. But, as had been feared, it had seemed to be a complete waste of time, or at least it had been right up until the time when one of the Valentins had been observed engaging with the services of a sex worker. That was particularly interesting to the police because they knew that the serial killer whom they were hunting had tried and failed to claim the life of a prostitute on Valentine’s Day, so they knew their man was somebody who was no stranger to paying for the company of women. That was why they decided to keep watching this particular Valentin and see if he was their guy or just some randomer who paid for sex in his spare time. 
Paula was currently standing in position on the third floor of a disused building, on the banks of the Thames in Greenwich, an affluent part of London where it might seem like murderers were the last people that the residents here would have to worry about. She was here because this building was adjacent to the building where this particular Valentin had an apartment, and this way, her team was able to be as close as possible to him without being seen. They had been watching him all day and were hoping to see him do something, anything, that might give them the proof they needed to swoop in and make an arrest. But so far, Valentin had done nothing apart from sit on his balcony, sip coffee and go back inside his home again. 
Stepping away from the window, where she had been standing beside the officer with the high-resolution camera that was trained on Valentin’s balcony, Paula picked up one of the bottles of water that sat on the makeshift workstation in this room and took a long sip. She was thirsty, she was tired, and most of all, she was paranoid that she was wasting her and her colleagues’ time on this Sunday that could have been spent with family and friends instead. Paula was trying and failing to get more quality time with her husband and child, but her job always got in the way, just like it was doing today. That wasn’t such a problem when she produced results in her workplace and brought dangerous people to justice before they could bring harm to others. But it was a problem when she wasn’t getting any results and was sacrificing all this time with her loved ones on a wing and a prayer, to catch a killer who may very well not even be in London anymore. 
It had been almost a month since there had been any bodies discovered, or any reports of witnesses who had escaped the evil clutches of the dangerous killer, and while that was good news for the city’s inhabitants, it wasn’t such good news for the detective in charge of the case. Paula feared that the killer had gone to ground, either lying low in London or leaving the capital entirely, and that was a problem because if so, they might never be brought to justice. As much as it seemed like a contradiction, Paula needed the killer to be active so that there was more chance of him making a mistake and leaving a clue that could lead to his arrest. Without any activity, the police were left clutching at straws or to be more precise, staring out of a window at an apartment of a man who was probably nothing more than a rich Londoner who liked to use escorts every now and again. 
Finishing the water, having drunk it so fast that it surely belied to her team how anxious she really was, Paula scrunched up the empty bottle and tossed it into the rubbish bag that was hanging on the door handle to this empty room. Then she walked back over to the window and looked back towards the apartment that was being monitored, wishing there was some way to speed this up and produce results faster. 
There had been a few things that she had already tried, like asking the sex worker who had escaped from the dangerous man to look at the photo of this Valentin and see if she recognised him from that night. But the woman in question, Tiffany, had been unable to confirm or deny if it was the man because it had been dark on the street where she had met him, and she had ended up fighting for her life before she had been able to get a good look at the man she was meeting. That was a shame because it was bad luck, but bad luck had been a regular theme running throughout this investigation, so Paula hardly expected things to change now. 
There was no doubt about it, the police officers needed their luck to turn, and they needed it to turn quickly before Paula was hauled into a meeting with her supervisors and told that somebody else was being put in charge of the investigation. That would have rendered all of the detective’s hard work over the last several months a waste of time, as well as made it seem pointless that she had neglected her family to spend her days chasing somebody she had ultimately failed to catch. But what else could she do? Unless this man they were watching right here did something to prove that he was the killer they so desperately sought, then all they could do was stand around and scratch their heads. 
‘Suspect is leaving his apartment,’ the male voice over the radio suddenly said, and Paula instantly grabbed her radio and asked for more details. 
‘Is he alone?’
‘Yeah. He’s just got a suitcase with him.’
Paula thought about that and wondered what he could be up. Going on holiday? Perhaps. But wherever he was going, the detective wanted to find out. 
‘Maintain a visual on him. I’m coming down,’ Paula said into her radio before leaving her post and heading out of the room of the building opposite Valentin’s apartment. 
As the detective descended the staircase, she thought about her next plan of action. Just aimlessly following a man around for several hours might not be the best use of her and her colleagues’ time, but if she approached the suspect then she risked spooking him, if he really was the killer they were hunting for. That was why she had to make the decision as to how to proceed now that the suspect was on the move. Do they keep following him, or do they call it a day? Do they decide that this Valentin is just as uninteresting as all the other ones and leave him alone? Or do they continue on with their surveillance, single-minded in their goal of catching the killer and convincing themselves that maybe this is the guy they are looking for?
It was a tough call, but it was also why she was paid as well as she was. 
She had to make it. 
Leaving the disused building behind, Paula stepped out into the bright sunshine and squinted her eyes in the direction of the apartment building that the suspect had just left. As she did, she caught sight of him walking away from her wearing the customary suit that he had always been seen in and wheeling a suitcase behind himself, just like her colleague had said. 
‘Do you want me to follow him?’ the voice on the radio asked. 
‘No, I got this,’ Paula replied. ‘You just follow behind me.’
‘What are you thinking, gaffer?’
‘I’ll let you know when I know.’
With that, the detective set off after the man with the suitcase, keeping a safe distance so that she wouldn’t arouse suspicion should he turn back and look, but close enough so that she couldn’t lose him. But just like her colleague had asked her a moment ago, there had to be a method to this. She couldn’t just follow him around all day on the off-chance that he might be on his way to kill somebody. She had to be more proactive than that, if only to quickly determine if this was somebody who they should be devoting their time to or not. 
The suspect in the suit continued on his way along the banks of the Thames, and Paula wondered why he had chosen to wear clothes like this on such a hot day in the capital. But then again, she knew that this was a well-groomed man because she had seen all the surveillance footage of him, and he had always been dressed to impress then as well. She also knew that he worked as an investment manager for clients with high net-worths, so that meant he had a lot of money as well as a certain image to maintain. Still, it was a sweltering day, so surely he could have gotten away with just a shirt and no jacket, right?
Maintaining a steady pace, Paula followed the suspect as he passed the Cutty Sark, the iconic old sailing ship that tourists flock to Greenwich to catch a glimpse of, before heading down one of the main streets in this trendy part of town. Each of them passed various types of people as they walked along the sun-kissed streets, from well-heeled locals to day-trippers taking in this picturesque part of the capital. But Paula never lost her focus on the man in the suit wheeling the case behind him, and that was how she was able to notice him slipping away from the crowds and disappearing down a shady side street.
‘Suspect is off the main road and has gone down an alleyway,’ Paula said into her radio before quickening her pace a little so that she could reach the alleyway, because the man was now out of sight. 
Reaching the alleyway, Paula peered cautiously around the corner in case the man was loitering nearby, or worse, looking in her direction. But he was not. He was at the far end of the alleyway, standing in front of a large waste disposal unit that must have belonged to one of the many restaurants or bars that were based in this area. 
Wondering what kind of business an upper-class man could have hanging around back streets and bins, Paula maintained a visual on the suspect, and that was how she saw him lifting up the suitcase and dropping it through the gap in the side of the bin. Then he dusted himself down, straightened out his jacket and turned around to walk back the way he had just come from. 
Paula quickly ducked back out of view once she saw that he was coming towards her, and she looked around for a suitable place to hide herself so that she wouldn’t be seen when the suspect emerged from the alleyway. There was an open doorway to her left that led into a boutique clothes shop, and Paula took the opportunity to go inside there until Valentin had passed her. 
Standing near enough to the shop window so that Paula wouldn’t be seen but could still see everything herself, she observed Valentin strolling past with his hands in his pockets and a look of contentment on his face. Whatever he had just done, it seemed like he was happy about it, and he was also now on his way back in the direction of his apartment. But Paula wasn’t going to follow him all the way back there again. 
She was going to go and find out what was in that suitcase. 
Leaving the shop and heading back down the alleyway, Paula told her colleague over the radio to keep watch on Valentin in case she still felt like he was a person of interest after she looked inside the suitcase. Then she clipped her radio to the back of her trousers and tied her hair back before taking a deep breath and preparing to go rummaging around in the bottom of a very smelly and very dirty waste disposal unit. 
Sticking as much of her body through the gap in the unit as she could, Paula held her breath as she submerged herself into the piles of bin bags, but it was the clean and expensive-looking suitcase that she was most interested in, and she was able to get hold of the handle before hauling it back out. But it was much heavier than she had anticipated it to be, and she felt a sharp twinge in her neck as she pulled the item of luggage out of the unit and down onto the concrete of the alleyway. 
Letting go of the suitcase for a moment and sucking in some clean air, Paula took a moment to rub a hand over her sore neck before crouching down and taking hold of the zipper. Then she unfastened it and peeled open the suitcase, getting a good look inside at its contents as she did. 
That was all it took to send her scrambling for the radio that was clipped to her waist, and once she had it in her hand again, Paula spoke quickly. 
‘Suspect is the man we are looking for! I repeat, the suspect is the man we are looking for!’



Valentin *
14:05 
Greenwich, London, England
Valentin Morozov looked down at his slick black shoes walking over the concrete pavement, and he noticed a slight scuff on the left item of footwear. Such a thing was irritating to a man like him, who prided himself on his suave and slick appearance, so he would attend to the scuff when he got back to his apartment. It wasn’t anything that a little bit of shoe polish couldn’t sort out, and it also wasn’t as if he had much else to accomplish today now that he had just attended to a job he had been meaning to get around to for some time. 
It had been a very short walk from his plush home to the grotty alleyway, where he had just deposited his suitcase into the large waste disposable unit that would be emptied by the bin collectors in the early hours of tomorrow morning and ground into a pulp at the recycling centre, reducing its contents into nothing more than mush. 
That was exactly why Valentin had chosen to put the suitcase into that bin after all. 
He didn’t want anybody ever knowing what was inside it. 
Strolling down the sun-kissed street, Valentin had initially planned to just go straight back to his apartment, but this hot weather demanded some kind of refreshment, so he decided to grab a cold drink from one of the small shops in this area. There were lots of people around today, most of them tourists, no doubt, and Valentin could only tolerate being around them all for so long, so he would be quick in purchasing his drink and getting back on his way again. 
Stepping out of the sunlight and into the shade of a small shop, Valentin approached the fridges at the back and opened the door, feeling a blast of cool air on his hot skin as he took out a can of cola and then headed to the checkout. The Russian man made no attempt to make small talk with the man on the other side of the counter as he paid for his beverage and got back on his way again, and by the time he was back on the street, he was quenching his thirst with a long sip of cool, fizzy liquid. 
Valentin let out a satisfied ‘ahh’ sound as he removed his lips from the edge of the can and carried on back in the direction of his apartment, passing the Cutty Sark but not bothering to look at the iconic vessel because he’d seen it enough times now to not be impressed by it anymore. That was far more than could be said for the dozens of people around him, who were either taking photos or posing for ones themselves in front of the ship, and Valentin entertained many a delicious idea about what he would like to do to some of these people if he was ever alone with them and had the chance to cause them harm. 
It was a game that serial killers like him liked to play on a regular basis. See somebody and then fantasise about how you would kill them. Like the woman with the long blonde hair taking a selfie in front of the ship with a stupid expression on her face. Valentin thought about how he would love to wipe that smile off her face with a few blows to the head with a hammer. Or like the overweight man scoffing his face with a cheeseburger over by the wall, while his equally rotund children gorged themselves on their own delicacies. Valentin knew heart disease would get to him one day, but he would much prefer it if he could get to him first with a sharp knife. 
But not today. 
And who knows if ever. 
Valentin felt compelled to kill on a daily basis, but it had been a while since he had actually gone all the way and taken another human life, and there was a good reason for that. He was beating the police right now, and the only way they would ever be able to catch up with him would be if he was to kill again and make a mistake at the same time. Therefore, if he took a little hiatus just like the one he was on now, then the police would have nothing to go on, and he would remain a free man for a very long time yet. The Russian loved the thought of a detective pulling her hair out every day at the lack of evidence in finding him, as well as all the police officers who were wasting their time chasing his shadow. The longer that went on, the more pleasure Valentin was deriving from it, and that was why he wasn’t rushing out and adding to his body count any time soon. But it wasn’t as if his body count was meagre anyway. 
Valentin had taken plenty of victims in his time as London’s most feared criminal, and it was one such victim who he had just disposed of now. The suitcase he had transported from his apartment to the alleyway bin contained the severed body parts of a sex worker he had killed in his home several months ago, and it had been time he got rid of those particular pieces of evidence. The body parts had been stored in his kitchen freezer for all this time, and Valentin had enjoyed seeing them whenever he had gone into his freezer to get some ice cubes or fetch a bottle of his favourite Russian vodka. He had even chatted to the frozen head of his victim on a few occasions when he had been a little drunk and feeling particularly scampish. But the time had come for him to clear out his freezer of body parts to make room for more traditional items, so he had loaded the frozen goods into one of his suitcases and headed for the alleyway today.
If it might have seemed risky to walk through Greenwich in the middle of the day with a suitcase full of body parts wheeling behind him, then Valentin would have to agree. But that hadn’t stopped him from doing it, simply because taking risks was what made this whole serial killer thing fun in the first place. Sure, he would have made the same trip in the dead of night when there was nobody else out on the streets, but where was the fun in that? He wanted to do it in broad daylight, and he particularly liked the thought that so many people had passed by his suitcase today and had absolutely no idea how close they had been to some very gruesome things. 
But now the suitcase had been deposited in the bin, and it would soon be gone for good, leaving Valentin without any incriminating evidence in his home and also without a body to talk to every time he visited the freezer. He would have to find himself a new frozen companion one day soon, but today would not be that day. All he planned on doing now was getting back to his apartment, finishing his drink and relaxing on his sofas with a good movie or two to pass the time before another busy week of investment work for his wealthy clients in Canary Wharf. 
If Valentin had any idea that the police had been watching him today then he would never have done what he had just done, but of course, he didn’t, so he continued to walk along the street with a spring in his step and without a care in the world. He didn’t know to look back over his shoulder at the woman in plain clothes who was following him, nor did he know that the man to his left with an ice cream was actually an undercover surveillance officer, who had been watching him for the last few hours. To Valentin, this was just another normal day in the life of a serial killer. But for the half a dozen police officers around him, this was set to be a very big day for them indeed. 
He was only around fifty yards away from the front door to his apartment when Valentin suddenly got the feeling that something might not be quite right. That was because he caught a glimpse of something glinting in the sunlight in the building opposite his home, and that was strange because Valentin knew that it was currently empty and disused. That meant there shouldn’t be anything in there, but something had definitely caught the sunlight when the Russian man had looked up at one of the windows a moment ago, and as he looked again, Valentin saw what it was. 
A camera. 
And it was pointed in his direction. 
Valentin stopped for a second and stared directly down the lens of the camera that was in the third-floor window of the supposedly abandoned building. It could just be a kid messing around or a creepy pervert taking photos of the pedestrians out walking by the Thames, perhaps. 
Or it could be a police officer conducting surveillance in this area and maybe, just maybe, watching Valentin right now. 
There was no way to know for sure in that moment, but Valentin knew that there was a chance he was in danger, so he had to act fast, just in case. That was why he decided not to go back to his apartment as planned, because to do so would have meant that he was trapped if he was to be approached by any officers in a moment’s time. He needed to stay out here in the open where there were so many possible escape routes, particularly because if he was being watched then the officers had presumably already checked the suitcase and found out what was inside it. 
Turning around and looking behind himself, Valentin’s eyes scanned the sea of people who were also out here with him on this fine summer’s day. But they all just looked like normal people, or at least they certainly didn’t look like people who were interested in him. But the Russian man’s instincts were now telling him that something wasn’t quite right here, and he realised that he couldn’t trust anybody out on this street with him to be who they said they were. That was why he turned and walked back in the direction he had just come from, aware that any undercover officers who had been following him would now be coming straight towards him, and they might find it harder to look discreet then. 
As he walked, Valentin’s mind raced as it tried to figure out if there really was any way how somebody could have come to be sitting with a camera outside his apartment that didn’t mean they were there for him. It couldn’t be the police, could it? He had been careful. He left no clues. The media said that the police had no suspects. There was no way anybody could have known that Valentin was the killer. But the feeling in his stomach told the Russian that there was always a chance of him being found, and maybe that day had just come now. If so, he was surely screwed, because he had just transported a load of body parts from his apartment, and that would take some explaining if he was to be questioned about it at a later date. 
Of all the days he could have moved the body in the freezer, why did it have to be today? 
But for all the nerves that were now jangling around Valentin’s body, there was also a strange sense of excitement coursing through his veins. It was an excitement that came from the fact that he might no longer be alone in this secretive world he had constructed for himself. Having spent so much time keeping his sinister hobby hidden from those who knew him, the fact that it might finally be about to be exposed was not entirely bad news. It meant that there would be the opportunity for Valentin to be thrust into the limelight, and everybody who had ever known him would realise how wrong they had been about the kind of guy he really was. To the outside world, he was just a rich, well-dressed financial worker. But there were plenty of them in London, so he was hardly remarkable in that. But in reality, he was so much more than just another face in the crowd. 
He was a killer. He was a threat. 
He was the man everybody was looking for. 
And maybe now he was about to be found. 
If there were any undercover police officers around him on this busy street now then they were doing a very good job of not giving themselves away. Valentin was checking the eyes of every person he passed as he approached the Cutty Sark again, but not a single one of them had looked back at him. That was reassuring, but then again, maybe it was unusual. Surely somebody would have made eye contact with him by now, even if they were just a random person passing by on their way to carry on their unremarkable day. It was almost as if people here were deliberately trying not to look at him, and that was very perturbing. 
And then he saw her. 
Right in front of him, about twenty yards away. 
Unlike everybody else, she was looking right at him. 
And perhaps most strangely of all, she was smiling. 
It was a second later when Valentin felt himself being pushed to the floor, and a pair of hands yanked his own behind his back and held them in position until a pair of handcuffs could be wrapped around them. Whoever had just accosted him was now reading him his rights, and they were the same rights that Valentin had heard countless times being given to apprehended criminals on police shows, on the rare occasions he had found himself watching them on television. He had even heard these rights being given on a documentary that he had watched about a serial killer who had terrorised England several years ago, but this was no documentary now. This was very much real life, although perhaps there would be a documentary made about him one day. 
Valentin sure hoped so as he was pulled back to his feet and made to stand and wait for the smiling woman to reach him. 
As she did, the woman showed him her badge and identified herself as Detective Walsh with the Metropolitan Police, and the look on her face suggested she was now a very happy woman. That must be because it had been her who had been looking for him all this time and now it seemed she had finally found him. 
But how? 
Valentin so desperately wanted to ask the question, but he also didn’t want to give the detective the satisfaction, so he decided he would hold off on asking until he was in the interrogation room with her and a little more comfortable than he was right now. The handcuffs were digging into his wrists, and the police officer who had applied them to him was holding on to his arm with a grip so tight the limb would most likely have snapped if Valentin had attempted to make a run for it. But the Russian man was not going anywhere now, other than the police station, of course. He wasn’t thrilled about being caught, but he wasn’t afraid either. This only meant that the first stage of his plan was over. The residents of London could sleep easier tonight with him off the streets. But not everybody could. Now he was going into custody, Valentin had new targets to focus on. 
The police officers themselves, and particularly, this grinning detective right in front of him. 
She clearly thought she had won, but all she had done was won the first battle, and Valentin was certain that he would win the war. 
Just like the Cutty Sark that towered over the Russian villain as he was led away in handcuffs, he wouldn’t be easily forgotten about now that he was out of action. 
Everybody would remember the name. 
He would make damn sure of that. 



Ronnie *
14:06 
Somewhere in East London, England
Ronnie Larkhall didn’t have to worry about anybody remembering his name. As one of London’s most notorious gangsters, he was already assured of being somebody who wouldn’t easily be forgotten, in life and in death. But he wasn’t planning on going anywhere yet. He had a huge business empire to run, and nobody could run it like he could. That was perhaps why he had been called to this meeting today. It was a meeting that he would never normally have attended because he paid other people to take care of things like this for him, but his presence had been requested today, and it was just another example of how much the people within his organisation needed him. 
Today’s meeting was supposed to be just like all the other meetings that went down on the 15th of the month in various warehouses around London, just like the one Ronnie was in now. It was this time of the month when the new shipments of Class A drugs that had been smuggled in from overseas would be distributed to the vast network of dealers who Ronnie employed to do his selling around the capital. It was a standard operation, and apart from a few issues in the early days, it had been running smoothly for years. 
Until today. 
It had been Ronnie’s nephew, Damian, who had requested the presence of Ronnie at this meeting because he apparently needed a little extra help when it came to handling one of the dealers. The dealer in question, a shifty-looking figure who went by the name of Turbo, had allegedly been stealing some of the drugs for himself and pocketing a chunk of the profits that didn’t belong to him, and despite his best efforts to prove it, Damian had failed and called in the help of his uncle. Ronnie was annoyed, both about the fact that one of his employees could be stealing from him, but also at the fact that his nephew was so useless when it came to getting to the bottom of it himself. Nevertheless, he had agreed to be here today to sort this mess out, and with the mood he was in now, somebody was going to pay for their sins. It just remained to be seen who. 
Turbo? 
Damian?
Or both?
Having entered this warehouse that was located in a mostly derelict part of East London, Ronnie was now on the fifth floor of the empty building, looking out over this grotty part of the English capital and thinking about how it was places like this that made so many men rich in the wealthier parts of the city. There were bars and clubs being opened in West London, sports cars speeding around South London, and new mansions being built in North London, but so many of those things were being paid for by illegal activity that was taking place in the East. Ronnie himself was no stranger to this part of the city that had seemingly been forgotten about by most of society, but that was fine by him because the police were amongst those who liked to turn a blind eye to what went on here. There were nicer parts of London to patrol in, and not many officers wanted to venture down here to the old abandoned dockyards and the warehouses with the broken windows, where all manner of scary people could be lurking inside. But Ronnie felt at home down here in the shadows, even though he had a nice mansion and plenty of sports cars waiting for him on the safer side of town. It was around here where he had been able to build up his empire in the first place, and it was always nice to come back and remind himself of where he had started. Now he was back, but he wasn’t here to waste his time reminiscing. He was here to attend to business, and just like he always did when that was the case, he had his bodyguard, Bulldog, beside him to lend a hand. 
Both Ronnie and Bulldog’s shoes crunched over broken glass as they walked through the fifth floor of this abandoned warehouse and looked around for the people they were meeting here today. It didn’t take long to spot them, mainly because nobody else was around here for miles in any direction. Damian was standing over by one of the broken windows, looking tired and a little nervous, while the skinny weasel-looking man to the left of him must be Turbo. Ronnie had never met the second man before because he simply didn’t need to know every dealer his organisation employed personally, but he was ready to meet him now. 
He was also ready to throw him out of one of these windows should the need arise. 
Damian and Turbo heard the sound of the approaching men’s footsteps echoing around the cavernous floor of the warehouse, and they looked up to see Ronnie and Bulldog making their arrival. When they did, Damian seemed calm. But Turbo most certainly did not. 
‘What’s going on?’ the nervous dealer asked after he had presumably realised that the presence of his notorious boss could not be a good thing for him. 
‘Why don’t you tell us?’ Ronnie suggested as he reached the dealer and made a point of looking him up and down from his greasy head to the slick shoes covering his toes. 
‘W-w-what do you mean?’ Turbo stuttered back. 
‘I m-m-mean I want to know if you have been stealing from me,’ Ronnie replied, mocking the man in front of him with his own impression of a nervous stutter. 
But Turbo didn’t just seem scared, he seemed confused too, and he showed it by looking towards Damian and asking for some assistance. But that didn’t impress Ronnie. 
‘Don’t look at him. I asked you the question. Have you been stealing from me?’
‘N-n-no, boss. Of course not!’
‘That’s not what I’ve heard.’
‘Well, you’ve heard wrong. I’d n-n-never steal from you. Look, I have all the d-d-drugs here. And your money!’
With that, Turbo indicated to the two large duffel bags that were sitting on the concrete floor just a few yards away from where the four men stood. 
Ronnie glanced at the bags, but he couldn’t tell much about what was inside them just by looking, so he instructed Bulldog to go through them himself. As the grizzled security guard went and did what he was told, Ronnie turned his attention back to the nervous dealer in front of him who seemed to shrink every time the boss fixed him with his stare. 
‘If there is anything missing then I assure you that Bulldog will notice,’ Ronnie said with confidence, and that only seemed to make Turbo even more anxious. 
‘It’s all there. I swear!’ he cried. 
‘For your sake, I hope you’re right,’ Ronnie replied before looking towards one of the many open windows on this floor. ‘I imagine you would leave quite the mess on the pavement outside if you were to accidentally trip and fall out of one of those windows.’
‘P-p-please! Don’t hurt me! I haven’t done anything wrong!’
Ronnie was beginning to grow tired of his dealer’s desperate pleas, so he wished for Bulldog to hurry up and be done with the checking. But he also knew that there should be several large packets of drugs in one of the bags, as well as several thousand pounds in cash in the other one, so it was going to take Bulldog a little while to count it all. While he waited, Ronnie decided to go over and talk to his nephew, who was still standing by one of the windows and was yet to say anything since his uncle had arrived. 
‘You’re quiet today, kid,’ Ronnie said as he stood beside his younger relative and took out a cigar from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. ‘What’s the matter? Did your girlfriend dump you again?’
Ronnie smirked to himself as he put the fat cigar between his lips and lit it before blowing out a large plume of dirty smoke through the broken glass of the window in front of him. 
‘No, I’m alright, Uncle,’ Damian replied a little unconvincingly. ‘Just been a long night, that’s all. I was out making checks on some of your clubs and haven’t been to sleep yet.’
‘Well, that’s what I’m paying you for,’ Ronnie replied, showing how unsympathetic he was to his young charge’s cause. ‘How else would a guy like you be able to earn six figures a year?’
Damian smiled weakly and nodded his head as Ronnie puffed away on his cigar and wondered to himself if he was perhaps slightly overpaying his nephew now that he thought about it. But he was family, so Ronnie knew that he had to be looked after, even if he wasn’t always the best employee and made more than his fair share of mistakes over the years. But it wasn’t Damian’s mistakes that were in question today. It was Turbo’s, and Ronnie was now itching to find out if the drug dealer had made the last mistake of his miserable life. 
‘What’s the verdict, Bulldog?’ Ronnie asked as he turned away from the window and looked towards his henchman, who was crouched over the two open duffel bags with his hands on both the piles of money and drugs. 
‘It’s all here,’ Bulldog replied, much to Turbo’s instant relief. 
‘See! I told you!’ Turbo cried, probably feeling as if he was now safe to start playing a game of ‘I told you so’ with one of the most dangerous men in London. 
‘You told me?’ Ronnie asked, glaring at the apparently delirious drug dealer. ‘You told me?’
Turbo obviously realised his mistake and tried to clarify his comments, but he wasn’t quick enough to prevent Ronnie driving his shoe into his shin, and the dealer let out a loud yelp as the sharp pain coursed through his damaged limb. 
As Turbo hopped around on one leg like a drunken sailor, Ronnie walked over to where Bulldog was still crouched with the duffel bags so that he could have a look inside for himself. Sure enough, it did appear like there was as much money and drugs in those bags as there should be. So that begged the question as to why Ronnie had to be here today. This had seemingly been a big waste of time. 
‘Damian. Come here,’ Ronnie said to his nephew without taking his eyes from the bag full of narcotics by his feet, while Bulldog zipped up the bag with the money in it. 
Damian did as he was told, just like everybody did when Ronnie gave an order to them, and he reached his uncle just as Bulldog had finished zipping up the second bag. 
‘What’s going on here? You’ve wasted my time over this?’ Ronnie asked his nephew as he gestured towards Turbo, who was still hopping around in pain after being kicked in the shin, but was at least not a thief and so wouldn’t be getting thrown out of any windows today. 
‘I swear he has been stealing. His last few drop-offs have been light,’ Damian protested. ‘He’s been stealing from us. I know it.’
‘It doesn’t look like it,’ Ronnie said as he rolled his cigar between his fingers and stared at the burning end to it. ‘And as stupid as this man looks, I don’t think he would be stupid enough to steal from me. Isn’t that right, Turbo?’
‘Yes!’ Turbo called back as he continued to rub his shin and try and ease the pain from Ronnie’s kick a few seconds ago. 
‘So, it seems like you’ve got the wrong end of the stick here, doesn’t it?’ Ronnie said to Damian with a shake of the head, and now it was his nephew’s turn to get all nervous. 
‘No, I haven’t, I swear!’
‘This isn’t the first mistake you’ve made, isn’t that right?’ Ronnie went on as Bulldog picked up the bags, holding one strap in each arm. 
‘I’m sorry, Uncle. I really thought he had been stealing from you.’
‘Well, he hasn’t and now you’ve just wasted my afternoon. Do you know that I could have been watching my daughter singing in her show right now instead of standing in this shithole with you two idiots for company?’
Ronnie glared at both Damian and Turbo before turning to Bulldog and making it clear that he was ready to leave. 
‘Let’s get out of here. And we’ll take the bags with us. I can’t trust either of these two idiots to look after them for me.’
With that, Ronnie turned to leave, and Bulldog was quickly alongside him, the two bags in hand, while Damian and Turbo stood uselessly behind and watched them go. 
Ronnie could hear Turbo having a go at Damian as he went, presumably wanting to know why he had just been put in danger when he had done nothing wrong. But Ronnie didn’t care about hanging around to listen to those two bickering. Like he had told his nephew, he had somewhere more important to be. His beloved daughter, Lucy, was singing today at a small show that had been organised by the studio that she was now signed to. It was a big studio, although not quite as big as the one Ronnie had originally hoped to have his daughter registered with. That one had been Starlight Studios, but their exec, Andrew Ayata, had turned her talents down, so, in return, Ronnie had arranged to have the studio burnt down. It turned out that Andrew had been inside at the time, but that was of no concern to Ronnie. All he cared about in this dark and dreary world was money, power and his little girl. And making sure he wasn’t being ripped off, of course, which it was now clear was not the case after his visit to this warehouse here today to doublecheck. 
But just before he could leave this quiet warehouse and head across the city to have his ears filled with the sounds of his daughter’s beautiful voice, Bulldog stopped walking and frowned. 
‘What is it?’ Ronnie asked when he noticed his security guard pause. 
‘Someone’s coming in,’ Bulldog replied, and he dropped the bags on the ground before telling Ronnie to wait where he was while he went to check the stairwell. 
Ronnie knew better than to go against the word of his most trusted and loyal employee, so he remained by the bags and waited for Bulldog to return to tell him that the coast was clear for them to leave. But no sooner had Bulldog poked his head out of the door to look into the stairwell then he turned back with a look of concern evident all over his scarred face. 
‘Cops!’ Bulldog cried as he started to rush back towards Ronnie. ‘Run!’ 



Lizzy *
14:07  
Somewhere in East London, England 
Lizzy Kendrick followed her colleagues up the staircase of this abandoned warehouse, keeping close to the police officer in front of her as well as making sure to keep her breathing regulated and steady. But the physical exertion of running up these stairs, as well as the uncertainty of the situation that they were about to go into, meant that it wasn’t such an easy task to stay calm. She was physically fit enough to take part in an operation like this one, but it was more the mental side of it that would be the test. That was because she knew she was potentially running towards danger, and on top of that, she had endured a torrid time of things lately after losing the man she loved in Las Vegas earlier in the summer. 
‘Police! Stay where you are!’ called the officer at the front of the line when he caught a glimpse of one of the suspects peering over the rail from the top of the staircase, but perhaps unsurprisingly, the suspect failed to obey the order and disappeared almost as quickly as he had appeared. But Lizzy and her colleagues hadn’t been naïve enough to think that the men they were coming here to arrest today were going to give themselves up easily, so they were ready to give chase if that was what it would take to apprehend them. 
With their boots clanging against the metal steps and their hands clutching the weapons they had at their disposal, the police officers continued to climb the staircase until they reached the floor where the suspect had been sighted. But they knew better than to just run through the open doorway where the suspects were most likely located, because there was bound to be some resistance that was put up from the other side. 
‘Police! Surrender!’ came the call again, but that was met with even more resistance than the first command and the rebelliousness this time came in the form of a hail of bullets that burst through the open doorway and left holes in the wall of the staircase opposite the room from where they had been fired. 
‘Bloody hell! I knew we needed more help!’ came the cry from the officer beside Lizzy, and she knew exactly what he meant. All the officers who had been sent to this address today to apprehend Ronnie Larkhall and his associates had voiced their opinions that they would need to go in in much greater numbers and with much greater weapons than they had right now. But they had been told they would have to complete the task without any extra officers or without any extra weapons, other than the standard-issue ones that came as part of their uniform. That meant that there were only eight officers here, and they had nothing more than a truncheon and taser each to take down Ronnie and his men. 
The problem was that it seemed like Ronnie and his men had guns. 
Lizzy made sure to stay tucked up against the wall so that she wasn’t at risk of being hit by any of the bullets that were being fired in her and her colleague’s direction. But then the shooting stopped before being followed by the sound of a gun being dropped to the floor. 
‘Police! Surrender!’ the officer in charge shouted again, but there was no response from inside the room. 
Were the suspects gone?

Or were they reloading?

It would take some time until the officers were able to work that out before they could risk entering the room, or at least it should have done until Lizzy decided to take matters into her own hands and enter the room regardless. 
Bravely, and stupidly, running through the doorway, Lizzy ran into the mostly empty room and saw nothing other than a discarded handgun and a couple of bullets that had obviously been dropped in the melee. But there were no suspects in here. They had fled, and they had presumably gone through the door at the other end of this floor. 
‘Suspects on foot. West side of the building. Armed and dangerous,’ Lizzy said into her radio as the rest of her colleagues poured into the room behind her, all looking a little dumbstruck at the risk their female colleague had just taken. 
Lizzy’s words over the radio were for the benefit of the four officers who were supposed to be keeping watch on that side of the building. But it didn’t mean that the officers already inside here couldn’t be of more use now, and they knew they needed to keep giving chase so that they could hopefully surround the suspects and leave them with no chance of escaping. 
Lizzy heard her heavy breathing as she ran with her colleagues towards the other doorway, hoping that there would be a swift and peaceful resolution to this dangerous assignment. When she had found out that she would be one of the officers sent to this warehouse today to try and arrest one of London’s most significant criminals, she had felt a little excited but also more than a little nervous. She had been excited because it was definitely a big deal for the police force, and it would do wonders for her career to be a part of bringing down a man like Ronnie Larkhall. But she had also been nervous because she knew how dangerous it could be, and as much as she was committed to her duties as a police officer, she didn’t know if she was willing to risk her life in the line of duty. But the fact she had agreed to be a part of this told her that she was braver than she realised, and the fact she had just ran into this room without knowing for sure if she was going to meet a man with the gun on the other side told her that she had been needlessly reckless.  
Why was that? There was no doubt that it was out of character for her. Or at least it had been until a few months ago. Back then she had been a happy woman who had been in a loving relationship with her colleague, Tom. But now Tom was dead, having fallen from a rooftop in Las Vegas, and she was all alone. That meant she was unhappy, she was struggling and apparently, she was willing to take risks in her job that she would never have considered taking before. 
Did she have a death wish now? Some of her colleagues could have been forgiven for thinking that after what they had just witnessed her do. But Lizzy didn’t have time to even consider the potential consequences of her actions. All she wanted to do was bring a criminal to justice, and she wasn’t going to be shy and timid in doing it. She was going to be brave, bold, and most of all, she was going to do it to try and fill the void that had been left in her life ever since the man she loved had died in such a tragic way in the middle of the Mojave Desert.
Running past the discarded gun and the bullets, Lizzy reached the door at the other end of the room and knew she should proceed with caution before running through it. But the thought of these criminals getting away made her angry, as well as the thought of having to go back to her empty home after her shift, so she kept on going and ran through with no idea what might have been waiting for her on the other side. 
The bullet that was fired from the gun on the stairs missed her head by mere inches, but it seemed like the person who shot it was more surprised about that than the person he had been aiming at. That’s because Lizzy kept running for him, and as she reached him, her truncheon was already raised and she was bringing it down hard on the suspect’s bald, scarred skull. 
The truncheon connected hard with the man’s head, making a bone-crunching sound, and Lizzy was certain she had knocked him unconscious as he fell backwards and tumbled down the steps before coming to a stop in a heap at the bottom. But as she got closer, she saw him move his arm as if to grab her, and that was why she had to quickly grab her taser and stun the man to keep him down. 
The suspect’s bulky body twitched as the volts from the taser surged through him, but it was enough to disable him and prevent him from trying to bring any more harm upon her, and it wasn’t long until Lizzy’s colleagues reached the staircase and were able to lend their assistance.
Every single one of them looked surprised by the fact that Lizzy had been able to subdue such a big man, especially one with a gun, but Lizzy didn’t care whether they were impressed, stunned or both. All she was thinking about now was catching the rest of them. 
She knew who this man lying by her feet was. It was Bulldog, the most trusted employee of Ronnie Larkhall, and the man tasked with keeping the infamous gangster safe. But the bodyguard was out of action now, and that meant that Ronnie would have to fend for himself if he was to get away from the chasing officers. That was by no means out of Ronnie’s skillset, but Lizzy felt much more confident of catching him now that he didn’t have a meathead like Bulldog watching his back. 
And she was determined to catch him today. 
Ignoring the calls of the man who was supposedly her commanding officer on this operation today, Lizzy ran down the stairs in the direction that she presumed Ronnie had fled in. Surely he would have gone down the stairs rather than up if he was hoping to escape, and that was what she was banking on as she descended the staircase, her boots clattering loudly off it as she went. 
As she reached the next landing between two of the floors, Lizzy caught sight of a door closing to her left, and she figured the suspects must have been the ones behind it, so she rushed towards it and attempted to open it again. But it wasn’t moving. 
That was when she realised somebody was holding it shut from the other side. 
Pulling as hard as she could on the handle, Lizzy engaged in the tug-of-war, hoping that she would have the strength to beat the person pulling the handle on the other side of this door. But they were strong, and she realised she wasn’t going to be able to open it herself. Fortunately, help arrived swiftly in the form of one of her fellow officers, and she wasted no time in telling him to start pulling too. 
Together, the pair were able to wrestle back control, and the door began to open again. At first, it was just a few inches, but as they gained more and more momentum, the gap widened until the person on the other side realised that they were fighting a losing battle and gave up, letting go of the handle completely and almost causing the two officers to lose their balance and fall backwards. 
But Lizzy was too determined to end up in a heap on the floor, and she maintained her composure enough to enter the doorway and give chase, spotting the male suspect sprinting away from her but using all her pace and considerable determination to catch up to him. 
Leaping through the air towards the running man, Lizzy was able to grab hold of his back and haul him to the floor, landing hard on top of him and hearing a loud groan escape his mouth as she did. 
The suspect tried to wriggle free, but Lizzy’s truncheon was on hand again to deliver a telling blow, and the suspect soon stopped trying to get away after he had felt the full force of that weapon. 
As one of Lizzy’s colleagues arrived to assist with the arrest, Lizzy checked the man’s face to see if this was Ronnie. But sadly it was not. It was just a drug dealer who went by the nickname of Turbo. That meant that Ronnie was still at large, and that meant that Lizzy couldn’t rest yet. 
Detaining two dangerous men in one shift might have been enough for some police officers but not for Lizzy, so she set off running again, hoping to catch up with the gangster who had been able to evade her capture so far. She figured that Turbo would have been told to hang back to allow Ronnie to escape, just like Bulldog had been, so that should mean that Ronnie was on this floor somewhere. The only problem for the hiding man now was that he had lost two of his allies and he was becoming more outnumbered by the second. 
Lizzy knew that there were plenty of other officers around this warehouse now that could apprehend Ronnie, as well as the fact that every second that passed by made it increasingly unlikely that he was going to escape, but she wasn’t willing to leave anything to chance. Instead, she just kept running in the hope that she would see Ronnie and be able to arrest him too. 
But as she passed through another doorway and looked around, she didn’t see what she was expecting to see. Ronnie was there, but he wasn’t trying to escape, nor was he coming at her in attack. He was just standing very calmly in front of her with a disconcerting smirk on his face. 
‘You should have stayed at home today,’ Ronnie said as he reached into his suit jacket to take something out. 
Lizzy instinctively reached for her taser, but she knew she was a little too far away from the suspect to be able to deploy it successfully here. That meant that there would be little she could do if Ronnie was to take out a gun and aim it in her direction now. 
But to her surprise, he didn’t remove a deadly weapon from his suit pocket. He took out a cigar instead and put it between his lips with a nonchalance that did not befit a man who was supposedly running from the law. 
Lizzy had no idea how he could be so calm in this moment, but she perhaps wondered if this was his way of giving up and going gracefully. But that fleeting thought lasted all of two seconds before Ronnie lit his cigar, took a deep puff and then told the police officer that she was going to help him get out of here. 
‘Why the hell would I do that?’ she asked him, because it was the obvious question to ask. 
‘Because if you don’t then my nephew will blow a hole in that pretty little head of yours,’ Ronnie replied before looking over Lizzy’s shoulder. 
That was when the police officer heard the sound of a footstep scraping on the concrete behind her. 
A second later and she felt the head of a gun being pressed against the back of her skull. 



Damian *
14:08
Somewhere in East London, England
Damian Chadwick had his finger on the trigger of the gun that was pressed into the back of the police officer’s skull, and he knew that he might have to pull it if his uncle gave him the instruction to do so. But there was just one problem with that. He didn’t want to follow his uncle’s order anymore. He was done with being his employee. And he was also the reason why the police had come to this warehouse today. Damian had told them that Ronnie was going to be here, and not only that, but he would also be surrounded by enough evidence to put him behind bars for a very long time. That might seem like a strange thing for a nephew to do to his own uncle, never mind a criminal to his powerful boss, but Damian had good reason to give the police what they wanted. 
It was either Ronnie going to prison, or it was him. 
As Damian stood there with the gun pointed at the back of this poor police officer’s head, he knew all this trouble had started two weeks earlier when he had been caught in possession of enough drugs and cash to see him spend the next ten years of his life behind bars. He had been transporting the illegal loot across London when he had been stopped by the police, and a check of his vehicle had left him staring down the barrel of a very long sentence, not to mention whatever punishment Ronnie might have for him for getting caught and losing all the contraband. It seemed like the young man was doomed, both to serve time and to incur his uncle’s wrath. Or at least it had until the arresting officers had given him a chance. 
Give up Ronnie and save himself. 
At the time, Damian had felt like there was no way that he could betray his uncle and sacrifice the powerful crime boss just to avoid punishment himself. But then he had been given a little time to think about it in the interrogation room at the police station, and it was funny how being in such a place could focus the mind. Damian knew that he would not be leaving that station for a while if he failed to comply, and even when he did leave, he would only be going straight to a prison. The longer he sat there, the more he realised that he didn’t want that to be the case, and that meant that he had started to consider the offer that the police had proposed to him.
If he could promise to get them Ronnie and enough evidence to take the gangster off the streets, then Damian would be a free man. It sounded doable, but it also sounded dangerous. That was because Damian knew that while he could trick his uncle and get him in handcuffs, he also knew that his uncle would not take kindly to being betrayed and most likely plot his revenge immediately. Revenge in Ronnie’s world undoubtedly meant only one thing. 
Death. 
Swift. Brutal. And merciless. 
That created a problem for Damian because while he was eager to avoid spending the rest of his youth in a tiny prison cell, he was also eager to avoid being killed, and being killed seemed like the only possible outcome if Ronnie was to find out what he had done. 
So that meant that Ronnie could never find out. 
Tweaking the plan so that it would keep him safe in the long term, Damian had told the police that he would help them catch his uncle but on one condition. Ronnie could never know what Damian had done, and the only way that was possible was if Damian was arrested alongside him. 
It might have seemed a little counterintuitive for Damian to avoid being arrested only to be arrested at a later date, but it had to be done if he was to avoid his uncle’s wrath. If Damian had been arrested for being caught with the drugs and the money by himself, then he would have got at least a decade’s sentence, and he would have served the time by himself. But if he could get himself caught with Ronnie, then the gangster would get the bulk of the sentence because that was simply who the police were interested in more. Damian could get away with only serving a couple of years if he was lucky, and then he would be a free man again. But more importantly, he would be a free man without having to worry about Ronnie wanting revenge on him. 
And so, the plan had been conceived. Damian would concoct a story about how he suspected one of Ronnie’s dealers to be stealing from them, in this case, Turbo. Then he would arrange for Ronnie to be present at the next meeting with Turbo where the goods could be examined so they would know for sure. At that point, the police would swoop in and arrest everybody present, leaving Ronnie caught red-handed and with no chance of avoiding spending the rest of his life behind bars. Damian would go to prison with him but be out much sooner, and then he would be free to get on with his life, whatever he chose to do after that. It was the only way Damian could give himself a chance of a better future, and even though it meant backstabbing a family member, he knew Ronnie would not have hesitated to do the same thing if he had been in the same position. Besides, it wasn’t as if Ronnie was ever nice to Damian. The uncle treated his nephew like an idiot, constantly giving him all the mundane jobs in his organisation and then taking great pleasure in belittling him whenever he made the slightest mistake. 
Damian had started out looking up to his uncle, but he had grown to hate him over time, and that was what led to him being comfortable enough with the decision to hand him in to the police. It didn’t mean that he didn’t feel a little guilty about condemning a relative to a lifetime behind bars however, but it did mean he was able to process the guilt much easier and frame it in such a way that he wouldn’t feel like a grass for the rest of his life. But while it had been easy to set the plan, it hadn’t been quite as easy to pull off. 
The original meeting between Damian, Turbo, Ronnie and Bulldog had gone well enough, but the part where the police were supposed to enter and make the arrests had not. For some reason unknown to Damian, the police had been a little late in arriving at the warehouse and by the time they had, Ronnie and Bulldog had already been leaving. That had been how Bulldog had been able to spot the police officers rushing up the stairs towards them, and it had given him just enough time to draw his weapon and provide cover while Ronnie attempted to make his escape. 
Damian had run alongside his uncle as both Bulldog and Turbo had been left back to fight the approaching officers off, but now someone in a uniform had caught up with them, and Damian was in quite the predicament. He was actually on the police officer’s side in this, but he had to make it look like he was on Ronnie’s, and that was why he was currently holding the gun to the skull of the female officer in front of him. The only question was, how was he going to get out of this situation without somebody ending up dead. 
It could be the police officer if Ronnie told him to pull the trigger. 
Or it could be Damian himself if his secret plan ended up coming to light. 
Damian had to hope that the police officer wouldn’t give him away now as she stood there and got her breath back after chasing them all the way into here. Whoever this officer was, she was clearly determined because she seemed to be some way ahead of the rest of her colleagues. Unfortunately, her eagerness had proven to be her downfall, and it was going to take a lot of luck for her to get out of this dangerous situation alive. But her first piece of luck had already come, because it was Damian with the gun and not Ronnie. If it had been the wily old gangster with his finger on the trigger then this policewoman would surely already be dead by now. 
‘How do we get out of here without being caught?’ Ronnie asked the police officer calmly, his stoic expression not really matching the seriousness of this situation right here. There were officers of the law descending on them from all angles, yet Ronnie still thought he could talk his way out of this one. As much as Damian had grown to despise his uncle, he had to respect him too. He never knew when he was beaten, and maybe that was why he really did still have a chance at getting out of this situation. 
‘I’m not telling you,’ the policewoman replied rather boldly. ‘You’re surrounded, and you’re going to go to prison for a very long time.’
That did seem like the most likely outcome, Damian thought, considering that Ronnie was currently standing beside two duffel bags full of drugs and drug money. But it wasn’t necessarily wise to point that out to him, and Damian feared that he was going to get the order to pull the trigger now. If he did, then this surprisingly fearless police officer was dead. But if he didn’t, then he would be, not today, but at some point in the future when Ronnie would punish him for failing to follow the most basic of orders. 
Ronnie chewed on his cigar, the burnt embers falling from the end of it and onto the concrete floor when its owner refused to remove it from his mouth and tap them away with his finger. Damian had lost count of how many cigars he had seen his uncle smoke over the years, but unless Ronnie could come up with a plan quickly, it was likely to be the last one he would smoke for a very long time indeed.   
‘You have five seconds to give me a better answer than that, or I will be the last thing you ever get to see,’ Ronnie said ominously, and Damian prayed that the policewoman would at least make an attempt at trying to save her life. Even if she just told them which way to go, it was still highly unlikely they would get out of here without running into a police officer. But if she didn’t even try to help, then Ronnie had no use for her, and that meant the order to eliminate her would be given any second now. 
‘Are you deaf? I said I’m not telling you.’
Damian winced as the policewoman repeated her defiant stance and let it be known that she was not going to help this cigar-chomping criminal escape. 
Ronnie finally removed the cigar from his mouth, and he looked at the end of it for a second as if he was giving serious consideration to letting the policewoman live. But Damian knew it was just a game, and sure enough, Ronnie proved it a second later. 
‘She had her chance,’ Ronnie said with a shrug of the shoulders. ‘Kill her, and let’s go.’
With that, Ronnie tossed his cigar away before reaching down and picking up the two duffel bags by his feet and turning to walk away. But he paused when he realised that he hadn’t heard the sound of a gunshot yet. 
Turning back around, Ronnie looked at Damian, and Damian looked right back at Ronnie. The youngster had no idea what to do, but he knew that he had hesitated, and that was never a good thing to do in the presence of an order from the infamous Ronnie Larkhall. But before the crime boss could say anything, several police officers burst into the room and ordered the two men to put their hands in the air and drop to their knees. 
Damian saw that none of the police officers were carrying guns, and that was why he made the calculated decision to make it look like he was putting up a fight in front of his uncle. Turning to point the gun at the nearest officer, Damian made it look like he was ready to fire but really, he knew that the officer’s taser would get him first. Sure enough, it did, and the gun fell from Damian’s hands as the volts ran through his body and caused him to fall to the hard ground, shaking and twitching from the demobilizing electric current running through him. 
Ronnie managed to get a punch off before he was also taken down by a taser, and ten seconds later, both men were in handcuffs and being read their rights. 
Damian felt relieved that this had ultimately ended up their arrest because that had been the end goal for his plan, but he was also worried because it hadn’t gone smoothly, and Ronnie could now easily be having doubts about the loyalty of his nephew. The fact was that Damian had failed to act on Ronnie’s order when he had told him to kill the policewoman, and while it would have been meaningless in the end because they were surrounded, Damian knew that Ronnie would still want to know why he had hesitated. But that was not something that Damian wanted his uncle to spend too long trying to figure out because he might end up landing on the real reason, and that was that Damian was working more for the police today instead of Ronnie. 
Both men were pushed towards the door with their hands restrained behind their backs, and Damian glanced at his uncle as he went to see how the older man was taking it. But unsurprisingly, Ronnie did not look happy about things, and he was doing his best to free himself of his handcuffs, as well as the firm grip of the police officers that were holding on tightly to each one of his arms. But just before they left the room and started to descend the staircase that would lead them to where the police cars were waiting to whisk them away for questioning, Damian saw Ronnie look in his direction. And then he saw something that made him worry. 
He saw anger in his uncle’s eyes. 
And it was an anger that was directed at him. 



Harry *
14:09
Posh Hotel, London, England
Harry Baxter was making the most of not having any anger directed at him today. The thirteen-year-old had spent far too long in trouble during his short life, but today was not one of those days. Instead, he was having fun, and nobody was mad at him for something he had done wrong, which was always a bonus in his world. 
The reason for Harry’s happiness today was the wedding he was attending, or rather, the fact that the wedding was giving him the opportunity to spend the day with some of his best friends. The occasion was to mark the marriage of a couple called Tony and Pam, and Harry knew them because they were the parents of one of his school friends, Sean. Sean had been allowed to invite some of his friends, and that was why Harry was now sitting at a table alongside Sean and five other schoolkids, including Mustaf, Harry’s best friend. All of the youngsters were enjoying themselves at this table but not just because they had an unlimited supply of fizzy drinks. 
It was because there were no adults at the table with them, and that made them all feel very grown-up indeed. 
The wedding had gone to plan so far, even with so many children in attendance, and after the happy couple had tied the knot, there had been lots of photos outside on the lawn before everybody had come into this large ballroom and found their seats, ready for the food to be served. Harry had enjoyed looking for his name on the table plan, and it had been a race against time to spot where he was seated before his friends could find their names too. Then he had sprinted to the table and got into his seat, beating Mustaf by a couple of seconds, which always made him feel good, because having a best friend at his age meant always being in competition with somebody else. Now the young boys were in their seats, just like everybody else around them, and it was almost time for the food to be served. 
Harry had already asked Sean what the meal would consist of, but Sean didn’t know. Harry didn’t mind because he was sure that it would be nice, just as long as it wasn’t anything vegetarian because if it was, then he was certain that he would be absolutely starving afterwards. Hopefully, it would be burger and chips, or pizza perhaps, but it remained to be seen. For now, Harry was happy to make do with his glass of cola, which was his third one of the day already, and even this one was almost finished. He was definitely making the most of being away from his mum today because she would never let him drink so much sugar in one day, and Harry had even begun to think that he might be able to break his record for fizzy drinks consumed in a twenty-four hour period. That record currently stood at five and had been on a day when he and Mustaf had sneaked into a friend’s garage and drank their way through all the drinks in there. But Harry definitely felt like he could beat his record today, particularly because all the drinks at the bar at this wedding were free. 
One thing Harry knew he wouldn’t be drinking today was alcohol. Not after what had happened at his Halloween party last year. The youngster was still mentally scarred after that night when he had been sick in front of all his friends, and he had decided that he would wait until he was much older before trying that again. But temptation was all around him today based on how much champagne was being served at this wedding, and several of Harry’s friends here had already been concocting plans on how to get their hands on some of it before the wedding was over. Some of them were going to try and sneak a glass during the meal, while others were willing to be more patient and wait until everybody was drunk and dancing later on before swooping in, but Harry had already decided he wouldn’t be joining in. He was happy to keep his fizzy drinks consisting of the non-alcoholic kind, because he definitely did not want to be sick again and certainly not at an event like this one. 
Harry had been to weddings before, but this one was different because it seemed a lot more expensive and much more formal. For someone who hated spending his weekdays wearing a school uniform, Harry was now having to wear something almost as bad now in this suit that his mum had bought him especially for the occasion. Harry hated wearing anything other than his football kit, but apparently, football kits were not considered suitable dress codes for weddings, so here he was again in a shirt, jacket, trousers and a pair of black shoes that had been polished but were already scuffed from all the running around he had been doing since he got here. 
The venue where this wedding was taking place was also very posh and a far cry from the muddy football pitches where Harry liked to spend most of his free time outside of the classroom. There were water fountains in the garden and expensive cars parked outside the front of the hotel, and everybody who worked here seemed to be wearing a uniform even more formal than Harry’s school one. It wasn’t quite the perfect place for a party, Harry thought, but all the adults seemed to be having a good time here. Harry could see them all now from his seat, sitting at their own tables, drinking wine and laughing loudly. He also noticed that there were no children on any of those tables. It seemed like the youngsters had all been put on the tables in the back corner, almost as if they were deliberately being kept out of the way so all the grown-ups could have a better time without worrying about them. But Harry didn’t mind that. He was having a better time without any adults around too, and to prove it, he took his chance to order his fourth glass of cola with the waiter, who had just come over to check if they needed anything. 
As Harry sat back in his seat and waited for his next drink to arrive, he decided to check his phone to see if his girlfriend had messaged him. He was missing Stephanie, as he usually did when he was away from her, so he was pleased to see that she had replied to him, which told him that she was missing him too. 
Harry was just about to send a message back when Mustaf swiped his phone off him and held it up in the air so that Harry couldn’t reach his device.
‘Hey! Give it back!’
‘No! Stop texting your girlfriend! It’s boring!’
‘You’re just jealous!’
‘No, I’m not!’
Harry tried to get his phone back, but Mustaf kept it away from his hands, just like he had done in the past whenever he had taken his phone before. Mustaf kept making a habit of stealing Harry’s mobile whenever he was texting Stephanie, and as Harry had just claimed, it was surely because his best friend was jealous that he had a girlfriend and Mustaf didn’t. 
‘Give it back!’ Harry cried again as he reached across to his friend, but Mustaf was still trying hard to keep the phone away from him. So hard, in fact, that he ended up falling backwards off his chair just as the waiter was returning to the table with Harry’s new drink. 
Harry’s phone went airborne as it flew out of Mustaf’s hand, but so did the glass of cola in the waiter’s hand, and Harry held his breath as he waited to see where both the items would land. 
His phone ended up clattering across the table next to them, which caused all the old people sitting at it to almost jump out of their seats at the loud noise in front of them. But the cola did not land on the table. Instead, it landed right on the back of another guest’s white shirt, instantly turning it from clean to dirty and making several other people around the room gasp at the same time. 
Harry stared at the dark stain on the back of the person’s shirt as they leapt out of their seat and tried to check on the damage, while several waiters rushed over to try and lend their assistance. Meanwhile, Mustaf was still lying on the floor, looking sheepish for what he had caused to happen, as well as for the fact that he had inadvertently brought this wedding to a temporary halt. 
As the man in the stained shirt was escorted into the kitchen, where several staff were going to do their best to remove the stain for him quickly, the rest of the occupants on that man’s table glared at Harry and Mustaf for presumably ruining their day. That was why it was extremely awkward when Harry had to go over to their table and ask them ever so politely if he could have his phone back from where it lay in the middle of the table. 
He was handed his device back, along with a few grumpy words, and Harry apologised on behalf of his best friend, who was only now getting back to his feet and putting his chair upright again. Then Harry went and retook his own seat, and it was a relief when the chatter returned to the room, and people seemed to be getting on with things again. 
‘Idiot,’ Harry said to Mustaf beside him. ‘I can’t believe you did that.’
‘Sorry, mate,’ Mustaf said with a grin. ‘But it was funny though, right?’
Harry hadn’t found it funny at the time, but now things were going back to normal he couldn’t help but smirk at his friend. 
‘Maybe a little,’ Harry said. ‘But don’t do it again. I promised my mum I would be on my best behaviour today, and I can’t afford to keep getting in trouble with her.’
‘I promise,’ Mustaf said, but it wasn’t exactly convincing, and Harry knew he would have to be on his guard against any more of Mustaf’s shenanigans as the wedding went on. 
But after that brief bit of bad luck, there was some good luck on the horizon, because the waiters suddenly emerged from the kitchen, and they were carrying several plates with them as they went. 
It was time for the food to be served. 
Harry could feel himself salivating as he waited for the plates to be delivered to his table, but he had quite a wait because apparently, it was tradition for the bride and groom to be given their food first at weddings. Then it seemed that the tables nearest to them got served next, and that was annoying because Harry’s table was as far as it could possibly be from the bride and groom, so that meant he had quite the wait before he could tuck in. 
Patience had never been a big part of Harry Baxter’s life, but he was forced to be patient until the waiters finally walked over to his table and placed a plate of food down in front of him. That should have been an exciting moment for Harry as he prepared to hungrily tuck into a hearty meal, but alas, it was not. He was disappointed instead, and the reason for that was because of what he saw on his plate. 
A small chunk of cheese, a couple of lettuce leaves and some green sauce. 
Was this a meal? Hardly. It looked more like something a person would give to their pet mouse or rabbit. It certainly wasn’t going to fill up a starving teenage boy. 
‘Enjoy your starter,’ the waiter said just before he left, and Harry was denied the opportunity of asking where the rest of the starter was. 
This must be it. This was the meal. 
This was not good. 
Harry looked around at the other plates on the table, and he saw that all of his friends looked just as disappointed as he did. 
‘What’s this, Sean?’ Mustaf asked as he stared glumly at his meagre meal. 
‘Is it vegetarian?’ Harry asked. 
‘I’m not sure,’ Sean replied a little sheepishly, no doubt embarrassed by what his parents had chosen to have as their wedding meal today, particularly after he had filled his friends’ minds with promises of cheeseburgers and chips when he had invited them. 
‘We’re gonna be starving after this!’ Mustaf mused, and everybody at the table had to agree with him. But what could they do? It was either this or go even hungrier, so one by one, the teens at the table picked up their knives and forks and made a start on their meals. 
It didn’t take them long to finish. 
Taking the last bite of his meal, Harry’s plate was now empty, but his stomach felt the same too. He hoped that the main course would be more substantial, but that remained to be seen. For now, Harry joined the rest of his friends in staring at the doorway to the kitchen and wondering what else might be waiting for them in there. 



Cara 
14:10
Posh Hotel, London, England
Cara DiCampo took the opportunity to make a sneaky check on her mobile phone, before her manager came back into the kitchen and gave her something else to do. She was seventeen, it was a Sunday, and Cara had a million other places that she would rather be right now. But she had to be here, in this stuffy kitchen, serving all these people at this wedding for her meagre minimum wage. It sucked to be seventeen, and it sucked to be stuck here, but what choice did she have? Her parents had made her get a job, and until she turned eighteen and got to go to university, she had little choice but to spend her weekends earning money doing something she hated. 
Cara had barely entered the access code on her mobile before her manager came back in and caught her, admonishing her in front of their other colleagues in the kitchen, and threatening to fire her if she caught her looking at her phone again during a shift. The young waitress had to bite her tongue so that she didn’t say something she might regret, because as much as she would have loved to have lost her job, she knew her parents wouldn’t have been quite so thrilled about it. It was her parents who had made her apply for a summer job at this venue so that she could earn some money before going to uni, as well as get the experience of what it was like to work in the ‘real world’ as they called it. But Cara wasn’t particularly enjoying that experience and every hour of her shift felt like an eternity to her. 
As she stood in the hot kitchen and watched the chefs plating up the next course for the wedding guests on the other side of the door, Cara looked around at the rest of the waiters and waitresses beside her and saw that they were all equally as glum. That was hardly a surprise because, just like her, they were young and had better places to be than spending their Sunday being shouted at by an over-caffeinated and overly anxious wedding planner. But just like Cara, they were all here because their parents had also made them get a job this summer, and it was quite startling how this venue hired so many people who really didn’t want to be here. Not even the chefs seemed happy as they toiled away on the other side of the kitchen counter, looking sweaty and stressed as they moved between the ovens and the hot plates to try and get the food ready in time. In fact, Cara was struggling to see anybody here who was happy, not including the wedding guests themselves, who were all loaded up on free champagne and making the most of the weekend. 
It felt ironic to Cara that the happiest day in the lives of a couple meant so many other people having to be unhappy. If this wedding wasn’t taking place here today then the chefs, the waitresses and waiters, and even the wedding planner would not be here, miserable, moody, and having to sacrifice time with their family and friends. But the wedding was happening, and that meant that Cara was stuck here until at least eight o’clock tonight when most of her duties would be over, and she would finally be allowed to remove her awful uniform and go home, to where she could look at her mobile phone in peace. 
She couldn’t wait. 
But there was a long time to go until then because only the starters had been served so far, which meant that the mains and desserts were still to come as well as the round of coffee, and then the buffet that would be served in the early evening. That was a lot of work for Cara and her colleagues to get through, and their task would only get harder as the day went on, and they became wearier while the guests they were serving became more drunk and boisterous. 
There was nothing worse than being sober in a room full of drunk people, but that was what Cara had to do every weekend when she came here and worked on these kinds of events. Weddings, christenings, work parties, they all meant the same thing. People drinking too much, dancing badly and making a mess that Cara was definitely not paid enough to clean up. 
As a waitress, Cara knew that she was at the bottom of the food chain when it came to working in a place like this. She was paid the least, yet she was expected to do the most work, and it just seemed to be the way that people like her were introduced into the ways of the working world. At her age, she had no experience in anything, so society’s answer to that seemed to be forcing her into a job she had no passion for, as if that was a good way of introducing her to the concept of employment. She had things she was very passionate about, like drama, which she was going to university to study, or social media, which she spent most of her time on when she wasn’t being forced to do something she hated. But those passions weren’t exactly encouraged at her age. What was encouraged was ‘find a job, any job,’ so that was how she had ended up here, ferrying plates to and from the kitchen and smiling politely at drunken people, who talked to her with their mouths full of food. 
Glancing up at the clock that she spent at least half of every shift looking at, Cara saw that she still had a long way to go yet until she was relieved of her duties. But she already knew that because it hadn’t been that long ago since she had been dropped off at this hotel by her father, who had wished her a pleasant shift before speeding away to go back home and enjoy his day. Cara had previously said how it was unfair that she had to work at the weekends while her parents got to see their friends, but they had simply replied that they had worked when they were her age and she had to learn the value of money. Cara had told them that she did know the value of money but to be fair, her argument hadn’t been helped by the fact that she had spent most of her life asking her parents for cash instead of earning it for herself. But still, she didn’t think it was right that she was having to spend a big part of her precious youth doing something she hated, and she had tried to tell her parents that they risked squandering her potential if they kept forcing her to spend all day doing menial tasks instead of encouraging her creativity online, where she had amassed quite the following thanks to the creative videos and selfies she posted on a daily basis. 
However, Cara’s parents, just like all the other parents of the waiters and waitresses working here today, didn’t care much for how many followers their child had on Instagram or TikTok. To them, that wasn’t very impressive. They only cared about their child having a ‘proper job’, and that was why they had all ended up in this kitchen listening to the orders of a wedding planner, who looked like she hated the fact that she was older than them and had a ‘proper job’ too. 
If this was the real world then Cara was ready to get on a rocket and fly somewhere else. 
Before she could spend any more time daydreaming about having a spaceship to take her away from her mundane life, Cara was instructed to go with several of her colleagues to check if any of the wedding guests needed a top-up of their drinks. The young waitress did as she was told, but only because ignoring the instruction would have resulted in her dismissal and an argument with her parents, and so she followed the other waiters and waitresses out of the kitchen. 
Re-entering the large ballroom full of tipsy guests, Cara headed for Table Number Twelve, which was the table she had been designated to look after today. The table was at the back of the ballroom, a long way from the Top Table, almost out of sight and presumably out of mind too for the bride and groom at the other end of the room, and there was a clear reason for that. Table Twelve was full of young teenagers, mostly thirteen and fourteen years old, and as predicted, they were loud, cocky and irritating. 
But still, not quite as loud, cocky and irritating as the drunken ushers on Table Five though, so that was at least something to be grateful for. 
Reaching the table at the back of the room, Cara forced a smile onto her face and asked if anybody at the table needed another drink. But she was hoping not; one, because that would mean having to go to the bar and get it, and two, because the last time someone had asked for a drink here it had resulted in a waiter spilling a glass of cola over the back of a poor guest’s shirt. Cara felt a little guilty about that incident because she had asked one of her colleagues to take the drink over, so it should have been her who made the mistake and spilt the drink, not him, but she had avoided that particular mess. But that didn’t mean that she wasn’t still at risk of falling foul of these youngsters now. 
‘I’ll have a coke, please!’ one of the boys at the table said. 
‘Me too!’ said another.
‘Can I have a beer?’ asked the cheeky boy at the end, and Cara pretended to laugh before shaking her head and telling him that no, he could not have a beer because he was five years underage. 
‘You’re boring!’ came the curt reply, but it would take more than that to offend Cara. 
‘And you’re still thirteen,’ she replied without missing a beat, and she turned and headed for the bar to get the drinks for the boys who had ordered legal ones. 
Giving her order to the bartender, Cara waited for her tray to be filled with drinks before she could return to Table Twelve and find out what other cheeky comments she was going to be forced to listen to by the occupants of it. 
As she waited, Cara glanced over at the Top Table where the bride and groom were sitting, looking very happy and very smug with their day so far. They were an attractive couple, and Cara was a fan of the dress that the woman had chosen to get married in today, but she was unable to process the whole concept of marriage at her tender age. For Cara, committing to a serious relationship and hosting an occasion like this one seemed like something in her very distant future, a long way away from now and after several years of partying, travelling and playing the field. Getting married seemed like a very big commitment, as well as an extremely expensive one, so Cara wasn’t in any hurry to meet somebody and get hitched. But that didn’t mean that there weren’t going to be people who tried to pop the question to her in the meantime. 
‘Will you marry me?’ asked the boy to her left just after Cara had returned to Table Twelve with the fresh drinks. 
‘I think you’re a little young for me,’ Cara replied with a laugh, but that didn’t seem to discourage the person who had asked the very serious question. 
‘I’m mature for my age. Even my mum says that I am!’
Cara laughed again, and as much as she hated being here today, she was at least glad for a little entertainment. 
‘The fact you have mentioned your mum tells me just how young you are,’ Cara told him. ‘But nice try anyway. What’s your name?’
‘I’m Mustaf!’ the boy replied. ‘And this is my best mate, Harry!’
Mustaf put his arm around the boy next to him, and they both gave a cheeky grin. 
‘Well, nice to meet you Mustaf, and your best mate, Harry. I’m very flattered that you like me, but maybe come back and ask me in ten years or so.’
‘But that’s ages away!’
‘I know, but I’m not ready to settle down yet.’
‘Okay, let’s not get married. Let’s go travelling instead.’
‘Do you have any money?’
‘Yeah, I’ve two pounds in my pocket.’
‘I don’t think that will get us very far.’
‘You can get to town on the bus with two pounds!’
Cara laughed at the youngster’s enthusiasm, and it was also a reminder of how she was once excited about everything. It was funny how that had been sapped out of her ever since she had got a little older and realised that there was more to life than hanging around with your best friend from school and causing trouble. 
‘I’ll tell you what,’ Cara said as she put the new drinks down on the table and stepped away. ‘I’ll think about it, and let you know at the end of the meal. How does that sound?’
‘Great!’ Mustaf replied, and he gave Harry a high-five to show how happy he was about that. 
Cara gave him a wink before turning and walking away in the direction of the kitchen, where she knew that the wedding planner would be loitering, ready to bark out more instructions designed to keep all the waiters and waitresses here feeling overworked and fed up. But at least she had been given a marriage proposal today, Cara thought, as she re-entered the kitchen. That was something to be grateful for. It was a shame it had come from a thirteen-year-old boy, but still, it was more than most people would get on this sunny Sunday.
Maybe the proposal had come far too soon for her and the person who had given it, but Cara knew that one day, the time would come for her to be the centre of attention and have waiters, waitresses and wedding planners fussing over her. It wouldn’t be today, tomorrow or next week, but it would happen eventually. 
And she wondered how she would feel when it did. 



Bogdan *
14:11
The Hotel By The Lake, England
Bogdan Petrovic was still not used to being the centre of attention today, even though he had just gone through his ceremony and was now officially married. For a man like him, he just wanted a peaceful, quiet life, so it was really quite strange to not only have everybody looking at him but to have a photographer telling him where to stand so that she could capture his image again and again and again. 
‘She must have enough photos by now,’ Bogdan muttered to Jelena as he stood by his bride’s side and posed for yet another picture. 
Jelena smiled at her grumpy husband but kept her eyes on the camera, clearly enjoying this much more than he was. Bogdan had enjoyed the day so far, and he was thrilled to have married the love of his life, but he was ready now to relax a little with family and friends, and perhaps enjoy one or two of his favourite Serbian lagers somewhere out of the hot sun. But it seemed like there were still plenty of formalities to complete before he could do that. 
‘Okay, great. Now let’s have you both standing in front of the lake,’ the photographer said, and he pointed to an area of the lawn where he wanted the happy couple to move to next. 
The spot he had picked for them was right in front of the large lake that was the centrepiece of these majestic grounds, and Bogdan couldn’t argue that it would make a perfect place for photos. But he could argue that he had been out in this hot sun for too long, and he was sweating heavily under his smart suit while becoming more and more dehydrated by the second, not that a pint of lager would have necessarily helped him with that last problem. 
Walking hand in hand with Jelena towards the water’s edge, Bogdan and his bride turned back to the photographer and smiled again as several more images were captured of them. Just behind the photographer were the bride and groom’s guests, and they were all sipping champagne and talking amongst themselves while the stars of the show had their pictures taken. Beyond them was the large hotel where Bogdan and Jelena had just been wed, and the ceremony had been a short but very successful affair, and the Serbian couple now had the rings on their fingers to prove it. And behind them, on the other side of the lake, was the site of the second wedding that was being held at this venue today. 
So far, both wedding parties had been able to stay at a respectful distance from each other during today, not intruding on one another’s celebrations, even though they had both been forced to share the same venue. But Bogdan didn’t mind having another wedding going on here at the same time as his, and if anything, it only added to the sense of occasion that was felt within these expansive grounds. 
Glancing over his shoulder across the lake at the wedding party on the other side, he saw that all the guests were in their seats and even though he couldn’t make out the expressions on all their faces from this distance, it looked like everybody was happy and just waiting for the bride to arrive now. The couple over there were obviously getting married later than the Serbian couple had, and Bogdan felt a little sorry for the groom, whoever he was, because he was still waiting while Bogdan had already got his duties over and done with. But before he could spend any more time snooping on the other wedding, Bogdan was told to look at the camera by the photographer, and he did as he was told because she was apparently in charge here and not him. 
‘That’s it, guys. Looking good. Keep smiling. And get a little closer to the lake if you can.’
The photographer was showing no signs of slowing down with her camera, and it continued to click away as Bogdan and Jelena’s faces ached from all the smiling they were doing right now. 
After what felt like an eternity, the photographer finally gave them the thumbs up to let them know that she had enough images of them in this location, and Bogdan wondered where they were going to be told to go next. 
Over by the hotel? Under the large oak tree? Or back to one of the places where they had already posed several times already? 
But when the instruction came, it was not at all what he was expecting. 
‘Okay, I think we’re ready for the boat now,’ the photographer said, and she hurried across the grass to the couple’s left, leaving them both looking at each other with confused expressions on their faces. 
‘Did she say boat?’ Bogdan asked his wife and Jelena nodded, but she didn’t look like she knew what the photographer meant by that either. That was until they noticed the small boat tied to a post at the side of the lake about fifty yards away. There was a man sitting inside it, and the photographer was on her way over to him to presumably let him know that it was time to get moving. But nobody had let the couple know that they were going to go in a boat today. It wasn’t a problem because both of them liked the water and could swim, but it was a little unexpected, because as far as they had known, the whole of their wedding day was going to be spent on dry land.  
‘Do you want to go in the boat?’ Bogdan asked Jelena as they watched the photographer standing by the small vessel and beckoning the couple over to join her. 
Jelena shrugged her shoulders and looked at her husband as if she was leaving it up to him to make the final decision, and apparently, that was not something that all wives tended to do, so Bogdan didn’t want to waste the opportunity. He could decide whether they got in the boat or not. 
So he decided that they would. 
‘Come on, I guess it will be fun,’ Bogdan said as he led his bride towards the boat, and the rest of their wedding party followed them down to the edge of the lake so they could wave them off on their ‘voyage.’
As they reached the vessel, its ‘captain’ congratulated them on their matrimony before stepping outside and helping Jelena onto the boat first. Then he gave Bogdan a hand getting in, before finally untying the rope from around the post and taking hold of the oars so that he could row them out further onto the water. 
The photographer remained on the grass with the rest of the wedding party, but she was snapping away on her camera as the boat floated away from her, and she presumably had a good zoom so that she would be able to capture their image as they got further away. Bogdan and Jelena held hands as they looked out across the still, clear water that they were now sailing on, and the man in charge of keeping them moving started to whistle a cheery tune as he kept rowing. 
The oars cut easily through the water, and it didn’t take long for the boat to get out to the middle of the lake. Once there, the man took a break and told the happy couple to soak in the view from what was apparently his favourite place to be in all the world. 
Bogdan and Jelena did as they were told, and it seemed like the man was right. This really was a beautiful place to be, and they felt like they had an even better view of the hotel and the grounds than they had when they had just been exploring it by foot. It was quiet out here away from the excited chatter of their wedding party and the clicking of the photographer’s camera, and it was a nice change to the hectic feeling of the day so far. 
Looking around the boat at all the different sides of the lake, Bogdan and Jelena waved to their guests before glancing over at the other side of the lake, where the second wedding was still waiting to get underway. They were much closer to those people now that they were in the middle of the lake as opposed to on the far side of it, and that meant that they were able to get a better look at some of the faces. They could see the ushers squinting in the sunlight. They could see the registrar checking her notes. And they could see the groom checking his phone and looking a little nervous. But unlike all the other people at the ceremony who they didn’t recognise, both Bogdan and Jelena recognised the man who was due to be married any second now. 
It was the man Jelena had been forced to be with during her ordeal with the sex traffickers. 
It was the man Bogdan had beaten up in Hyde Park after Jelena had told him what he had done to her. 
It was the man who did not deserve to be getting married today, to anybody. 
It was Diego.  
Both Bogdan and Jelena looked at each other when they realised who it was that they had seen, and their ashen faces must have got the attention of the man they were sharing the boat with, because he suddenly let go of his oars and seemed concerned. 
‘Is everything okay? Are you feeling sick?’ he asked them, presumably worried about the bride or groom not being good on the water and ending up vomiting all over their expensive attire. But it wasn’t sea-sickness that was causing the newlyweds to look and feel so bad. It was the fact that they had just ended up finding a man they had tried to bring to justice before, only to fail and see him go loose. 
After Jelena had spotted Diego entering a festival in Hyde Park on a sunny day last summer, Bogdan had gone in pursuit, and he had been able to accost the man and beat the truth out of him. Diego was as guilty as sin, and Bogdan had planned to hand him straight over to the police where he could pay for his crimes, as well as potentially bring some of the sex traffickers before the courts too. But those plans had been scuppered when Diego had been able to break free of Bogdan and escape into the crowd, and despite giving chase, Bogdan had lost him. That had eaten away at the Serbian man for a long time until he had ultimately been forced to make peace with it and try and move on with his life, just like Jelena had bravely done with hers. But now, completely unexpectedly, Diego had fallen into their laps again. 
This time, Bogdan would make sure there was no escape for him. 
Sitting forward in his seat and pointing to the wedding ceremony that was about to get underway on the other side of the lake, Bogdan told the man with the oars to set sail in their direction. 
‘Why do you want to go over there? All your guests are on the other side!’
‘Just do it! Please!’ Bogdan urged the man. 
‘I can’t. It’s a separate event. We aren’t allowed to intrude.’
‘It’s important. You have to take us over there.’
‘I’m serious. I can’t. I’ll lose my job!’
‘Fine, I’ll swim over there myself if I have to!’
Bogdan peeled off his suit jacket and looked very much like he was about to jump out of the boat and start swimming across the lake, but before he could, Jelena stopped him and gave him pause for thought. 
The look on her face told him that perhaps jumping into deep water in the middle of a large lake while fully clothed was not the most sensible thing for him to do, and he might have agreed at any other time but not now. 
Not when he was this close again to one of the men who had caused so much harm to his darling wife. 
‘He’s right there!’ Bogdan cried, feeling the same anger rising up inside him that he had experienced in Hyde Park over a year ago. ‘We have to do something!’
Jelena nodded her head as tears welled up in her eyes, and she looked back to the man with the oars, who by now was looking even more puzzled about this turn of events. 
‘Please. Row us to the other side. I’ll pay you. However much money you want. It doesn’t matter.’
The man stared at Bogdan as if he was mad, but Bogdan just nodded his head to let him know that he was serious. 
‘Okay, I’ll row you over there. But I will need a substantial amount of cash because, like I said, I’ll probably lose my job for doing this.’
‘Don’t worry about money,’ Bogdan replied, which was a very easy thing for a lottery winner to say. But right now, money was the last thing on his mind. All he was thinking about at this moment was stopping that wedding and getting revenge on the groom, and as the boat began moving in the direction of the party on the other side of the lake, the Serbian man knew he was about to cause an almighty scene. But he didn’t care. He knew he had to act. 
For himself. 
For Jelena. 
And for the poor woman who was about to marry Diego.  



Lindsey *
14:12
The Hotel By The Lake, England
Lindsey Beattie took a deep breath before stepping out of the shade and into the sunlight. 
This was it. The moment she had been waiting for her, and the moment all her guests had been waiting for too. She was finally here at the venue, having been delayed by a flat tyre on her wedding car, and while the ceremony was now running behind schedule, it would be ready to commence in a moment’s time. 
All Lindsey had to do now was get to her groom. 
Leaving the hotel and walking along the path that led down to where her guests were seated, Lindsey squinted in the bright sunshine as she tried to get a look at the man standing in front of them all. And then she saw him, looking dashing in his suit and with a wide grin on his face. 
She could see Diego. 
And he could see her too. 
Maintaining a steady pace because she didn’t want to rush this part, Lindsey looked at the man walking beside her and smiled. Her father smiled back at her as he kept his arm linked through hers, and she was excited to walk down the aisle with her dear dad by her side. It had been quite a stressful last twenty minutes or so, ever since the car they had been travelling here in had pulled over at the side of a country lane and the driver had confirmed their worst fears. 
A flat tyre. 
It needed changing. 
They were definitely going to be late. 
But thankfully, the driver and her father had worked quickly as a team to get them back on the road again, and now Lindsey was here, taking her final steps as a single woman. Her bridesmaids were walking ahead of her and attracting admiring glances from the guests they were passing, but more and more people by the second were turning their attention away from them and onto the woman in white coming down the hill behind them. 
Lindsey felt her heart skip a beat as she realised that every single person was looking in her direction now, and it was judgement time. 
Would they approve of how she looked today? Would they be as big a fan of her dress as she had been when she had picked it out? And would they all agree that she looked beautiful?
It didn’t really matter if they did or not, although she still hoped they would. But in all honesty, there was only one person’s opinion that she wanted to gauge, and that was the opinion of the man standing at the altar beside the registrar. Luckily for her, he was smiling, and that surely meant that he was impressed by the look she had chosen for their big day today. 
Lindsey heard the soft, melodic chords of the wedding march playing as she reached the bottom of the aisle and prepared to step off the grass and onto the red carpet that had been laid out for her. She noticed the petals sprinkled across it and smiled at the small touch she had insisted on being followed through with. But all the decorating and all the planning couldn’t prepare her for what she was about to do now. 
It was time to walk down the aisle. 
Looking at her father as she took a deep breath, she noticed the tears in his eyes as he beamed back at her and nodded to let her know that he was ready to go. Lindsey knew she was close to tears herself, so she decided not to spend another second putting her make-up at risk and instead opted to get a move on. 
She had kept Diego waiting long enough. 
It was time to become Mr and Mrs. 
Keeping her eyes on her groom in front of her, Lindsey made her way down the aisle slowly and steadily, her head held high, and her lips curled into a smile that showed every guest here how happy she truly was right now. She had never imagined that she would get married in her early twenties, but it was happening, and she wouldn’t change a thing about it. People could spend a lifetime looking for true love, so Lindsey knew how lucky she had been to find it at such a young age, and she was determined to hang on to it for the rest of her life. 
Smiling at her grandparents as she passed them in the second row of seats, Lindsey was thrilled that so many of her family and friends had been able to be here today to mark this special occasion with her. The wedding had been set only a few months after the engagement on Valentine’s Day, and that quick turnaround time had left the bride in fear that there might be several important people who wouldn’t have been able to be in attendance at such short notice. But everybody Lindsey had wanted to be here today was present, with the exception of one person who had sadly been unable to make it. 
It was April, the woman who had saved Lindsey and Diego’s lives from a sleeping lorry driver on the motorway only a month ago. 
Lindsey had hoped that the woman could have been here today to celebrate with them because, as far as the bride was concerned, this event would not be happening right now if April hadn’t intervened so importantly in their lives. This would be a very different occasion, and instead of white dresses and big smiles, there would have been black outfits and a whole lot of tears. April had saved Lindsey and Diego’s loved ones from a lot of grief, and the woman wearing the white dress now would forever be grateful for that. It was a shame that April wasn’t here, but Lindsey had promised herself that she would always make an effort to stay in touch with the woman who she would forever view as her guardian angel. 
But now was not the time to be thinking about those who weren’t present today. Instead, it was all about focusing on those who were, and as Lindsey reached the altar and let go of her father’s arm, she turned and looked into the eyes of the man who she was going to be spending the rest of her life with. 
‘You look amazing,’ Diego whispered to her as the music stopped and the registrar told the guests that they could take a seat. 
Lindsey felt herself bursting with happiness and pride to be standing here in front of all of her loved ones, beside this handsome man who she had been able to somehow snare for herself. Diego was an attractive, wealthy lawyer who could surely have had his pick of any number of women, but out of all the singletons in the world, he had chosen her, and she would always be thankful for being in the same train carriage as him on the day they had met in the London Underground. 
As the guests were seated, leaving only the bride, groom and registrar standing, it was now time for the legal part of the proceedings to begin. That meant that it wouldn’t be long until the part that Lindsey had been fretting about getting wrong for the last several weeks, and the part that she had spent time trying to memorise as much as possible. 
It was almost time for the vows. 
Lindsey and Diego held hands as they watched and listened to the registrar running through her introduction in which she welcomed all the guests and told them all what a pleasure it was for her to be a part of this occasion too. The bride and groom patiently waited for her to complete the formalities, before she moved onto the part that was of most significance to them. 
The part from which there would be no going back. 
‘Diego and Lindsey have chosen today to confirm the love, respect and friendship that they hold for one another, and in the presence of all their loved ones, they will shortly make the vows that will be proof of the commitment they are making to each other. However, before that, I must ask that if any person here present knows of any lawful impediment to this marriage then he or she should declare it now.’
This was always the most dramatic part in the movies, Lindsey thought, when a wedding would be disrupted by somebody running down the aisle and calling out that the ceremony had to be stopped. She knew it was only fiction, and she knew real life was a lot different to what happened on screen, but that didn’t stop her from holding her breath at this part and praying that there was going to be no dramas now. 
A hush fell over the proceedings, and Lindsey heard nothing except the chirping of a couple of birds in the trees and the breeze blowing over one of the white drapes that hung from the makeshift altar that had been constructed especially for this occasion today. She glanced at Diego as she listened to the quiet calm that had descended over the wedding, and she noticed that he had his eyes closed, presumably feeling just as anxious as she was about this part of the ceremony. But several seconds ticked by and nobody had made a sound, so it seemed like everything was okay and they would be able to proceed with the rest of the-
‘Wait! Stop!’
The frantic cries cut through the still air and Lindsey saw Diego’s eyes open wide as the pair of them heard the shouts over their shoulder. 
It had happened. The nightmare that occurred in so many weddings in so many works of fiction, but which Lindsey could never have envisioned happening at her own. But it had. The registrar had asked if anybody knew of any reason why she and her partner should not be married here today, and against all odds, somebody had shouted out in protest. 
But who?
Turning around at the same time as the groom and all of their guests, Lindsey looked down the aisle and saw the person who had just disrupted the big day. 
‘April?’ Lindsey said, stunned to see the woman who had saved her life only a few short weeks ago staring back at her from the other end of the aisle. 
There was murmuring amongst some of the guests, presumably because none of them knew who this woman was or why she had just called out at the most awkward of times. But Lindsey suddenly felt a wave of relief washing over her, and she realised what had happened. April hadn’t been trying to stop the wedding, at least not permanently anyway. She had obviously just changed her mind about being here today and had raced here to try and catch the vows before it was too late. 
Her arrival had been a tad dramatic, there was no doubt about that, but the bride didn’t care, and she was certain that the groom wouldn’t care either. That was because April was here to share this special occasion with them, just as Lindsey had wished for, and after what the heroine had done on the motorway, she was welcome to make whatever kind of entrance she wanted to. 
‘It’s okay. It’s my friend, April,’ Lindsey said, letting out a nervous laugh because for a second there, she had genuinely thought that the wedding might be off. ‘She’s the one who saved our lives on the motorway. I asked her to be here today. She was just running late.’
Lindsey smiled at April to let her know that she was pleased to see her before nodding at her family, friends and the registrar to let them know that there wasn’t a problem and that April had just been trying to get to her seat before she missed any more of the proceedings. But then the bride noticed that April was not smiling back at her and was instead just looking at the man beside her at the altar. 
‘April?’ Lindsey said when the late arrival had failed to say anything more. ‘Is everything okay?’
But April just shook her head and kept staring at the groom, and the longer this went on, the more Lindsey started to feel anxious again. 
‘What’s happening?’ Lindsey said to Diego when she noticed that he was staring at April too and also failing to speak. But at least he was willing to give her some sort of an answer. 
‘I don’t know,’ he said, shaking his head and looking at his confused bride. ‘I’m not sure what she thinks she is doing.’
Lindsey looked away from Diego and back towards April again, who was still standing at the end of the aisle, breathing heavily after presumably running all the way down from the hotel at the top of the hill to get here on time.  
‘I’m going to have to ask her to confirm that she knows of any reason why this wedding cannot go ahead,’ the registrar suddenly whispered to the bride and groom, and that was enough to make Lindsey realise how serious this moment really was. 
She needed answers. 
And fast. 
‘April, what’s wrong?’ Lindsey begged of the woman opposite her. ‘Tell me!’
That was when April started to come further forward, keeping her eyes on Diego with every step she took. 
‘This is ridiculous. Where are all the staff?’ Diego suddenly said, looking around for somebody to help him. ‘She’s ruining the whole thing. Get her out of here.’
But April ignored him as she kept walking down the aisle, and Lindsey ignored him too because she desperately wanted to know what her friend was here to tell them. Then April reached the altar, joining the bride and groom as well as the registrar, who was looking as confused about this whole thing as every single one of the people sitting in the seats watching it unfold. 
‘I’m so sorry, Lindsey,’ April said with tears in her eyes. ‘But I had to come here. I couldn’t let you go through with this.’
‘What do you mean?’ Lindsey asked, but Diego stepped in between her and the late arrival, and made it clear that he wanted this conversation to come to an end. 
‘Let’s get her out of here,’ he said as he tried to take April’s hand. ‘Come on guys, help me.’
Diego gestured for his ushers to get out of their seats and give him a hand, but they all stayed where they were, just as in shock about what was happening as anybody else here. 
But it wasn’t just the ushers who defied the groom then. April defied him too by pulling her arm away so that he couldn’t take hold of her and then moving around past him so that she could speak to Lindsey without him standing in between them. 
‘Diego cheated on you,’ April said before Diego could try to silence her again. 
‘What?’ Lindsey replied, her own eyes starting to fill with tears as she processed the words. 
‘It was on Christmas Eve. He was out with work friends, and I was out with my best friend, and we got talking. Then we kissed, and eventually, we ended up in bed together.’
‘No, I don’t believe it,’ Lindsey said, shaking her head. ‘Why would you say these things?’
‘Because it’s true. I’m so sorry, but I felt like you had to know before it was too late.’
Lindsey stared at April to try and see if this was some kind of a prank that was being played. But she could see that April was deadly serious, and that was why she stepped away from Diego when he tried to take her hand and convince her that it was all lies. 
‘Christmas Eve?’ Lindsey repeated, and April nodded her head as Diego continued to try and discredit what had just been said. But Lindsey thought back to that night last year, and she was able to recall exactly where she had been. She had been at home in bed at her flat. She had been waiting for Diego to come to her. She had been alone. But apparently, he hadn’t been. 
‘You were supposed to stay at mine on Christmas Eve, but you didn’t come,’ Lindsey said, trying to put the puzzle pieces together in her mind. ‘You told me you were working late.’
‘I was!’ Diego tried, but April shook her head to let Lindsey know which version of events she was better off believing. 
‘You told me you were working late, but really you were out with another woman?’ Lindsey asked, glaring at her fiancé and noticing how much he was sweating, which surely wasn’t all down to the hot temperatures in this garden right now. 
‘Don’t be silly. She’s lying to you,’ Diego tried. 
‘Why would I lie to you, Lindsey?’ April asked. ‘What possible reason would I have to tell you these things if they weren’t true?’
‘Because she’s crazy,’ Diego interjected. ‘She’s been messaging me ever since that day on the motorway when she saved us. She wants me, Lindsey, and I have told her no, but she wouldn’t leave me alone. And now she has come here to ruin our wedding! You can’t let her do this!’
Lindsey listened to Diego’s defence, and as crazy as it sounded, it was plausible. It was certainly more plausible than April having already met Diego before that day on the motorway. That was why she was now very confused and unsure what to do next.
‘I need to have a minute to think,’ Lindsey said to the registrar before attempting to walk away, but April reached out and grabbed her arm before she could go. 
‘Please don’t let him talk his way out of this,’ she pleaded with the bride. ‘He’s a liar, and he’s a good one, but don’t let him talk his way out of this. He doesn’t deserve you. I’m telling you the truth.’
Lindsey looked from April to Diego and then to the confused faces of her parents, who were sitting in the front row and looking very troubled by what they were hearing at the altar. As the groom continued to plead his innocence and the registrar asked for confirmation as to what was happening here, Lindsey felt as if she wanted the ground to open up and swallow her. 
This was shocking. 
This was embarrassing. 
This was her worst nightmare. 
At least it was until she saw the boat reach the side of the lake and a man in a suit leap out of it before racing towards the altar to join them. There was a woman in a wedding dress in the boat too, but she remained in her seat while he ran ahead. She remained that way as the man ran all the way down the aisle and reached Diego before driving his fist into the groom’s face. 
And that was when Lindsey realised that the thing with April hadn’t been her worst nightmare. 
Her worst nightmare was still to come. 



Jelena *
14:13
The Hotel By The Lake, England
Jelena Petrovic watched her new husband beating the man who had visited her when she had been tied up in a bedroom during her captivity, and despite the violence, she couldn’t help but smile. It was almost a cathartic moment for her, as it was for the man doing the punching. Both Jelena and Bogdan had endured many months of guilt, shame and regret, and they had been forced to come to terms with the fact that many of the men who had done such despicable things would not have to pay for their crimes. But thanks to some good fortune today, at least one of those men was going to pay for their actions now. 
‘What the hell is going on?’ the man in the boat beside Jelena asked her as they both watched Bogdan continue to attack the groom on the lakeside. ‘I never would have rowed you over here if I’d known you were going to do this!’
But Jelena ignored the man with the oars and instead kept watching the man she loved exacting his revenge on her behalf. Alas, it came to an end a few seconds later when Bogdan was pulled off the stricken groom by several other members of the wedding party, but the damage was already done. The blood pouring from the face of the man on the ground was proof of that. 
Now Jelena was more bothered about what might happen to Bogdan, so she got out of the boat and hurried across the grass towards him. 
‘Hey! Where are you going?’ the man she left behind in the boat called to her, but she didn’t look back as she kept on moving towards the rows of chairs ahead of her, all of which were now empty as everybody at this wedding was now on their feet and presumably trying to figure out what was happening. 
Jelena headed for the altar because that was where Bogdan was currently being wrestled to the ground by the groom’s ushers, and despite her husband being outnumbered four to one, the ushers were still having a problem restraining him. There was no doubt that Bogdan was fired up, and Jelena saw a rage in his eyes that she knew could only come from one place. It was a place of love, and it was the love he had for her. There was simply no other reason why a man as peaceful and as calm as Bogdan was would be able to get so violent and emotional. But enough was enough. He had done what he came here to do, and it was time to stop before he ended up in as much trouble with the police as the bloodied groom lying on the ground. 
Reaching the ushers that were holding her agitated husband, Jelena reached out to get them to let him go. No longer having the power of speech made it a difficult task for her to try and convince other people to do what she wished, but she had to try and that was why she kept trying to get to Bogdan before the ushers could cause him any harm. 
But Bogdan was still furious and attempting to get to the groom on the ground, and because of that, the protective ushers were refusing to let go of him. That left Jelena with little to do other than to let everybody here know just how good her husband really was and how bad the injured man on the ground was too. 
Turning away from Bogdan and looking to the groom, Jelena stood over where he lay on the grass nursing his bloodied nose, and she looked at him with pure disdain. He hadn’t looked up and seen her yet, but it was only a matter of time until he did, and Jelena wondered if he would recognise her. The last time they had been together had been when she had been tied to a bed in a tiny room that was guarded by a dangerous Serbian sex trafficker, while he had been on top of her having paid to enter the room and having removed his slick suit. On that occasion, Jelena had been able to fight off the impending rape by biting into the man’s ear, causing him to howl in pain and run from the room, but that hardly made them equal. But it was ironic that the last time she had seen him had been when he was holding a bloody wound, and now he was doing exactly the same thing again. 
Jelena continued to stand over the injured man until he finally looked up at her, and when their eyes locked, she saw the look of realisation flash across his face. 
She didn’t have to wonder if he would recognise her anymore. 
He definitely did. 
Jelena maintained eye contact with him even though every fibre of her being was urging her to look away. But she refused to because she wanted to let this man know that she was no longer afraid of him like she had been that day when he had tried to assault her. It was important for her to have this moment here where she looked one of her many abusers in the eye and let them know that in the end, she had won, and they had lost. And now she had done it. The fact that the man looking back at her said nothing only proved that he was the victim now. 
‘Who are you?’
The question from the woman behind Jelena made her turn around, and that was when she saw the bride standing before her in the beautiful white dress. This was the poor woman who had been about to marry the despicable groom, and as much as Jelena had suffered in her life, it was this woman she felt sorry for now. The bride had presumably had no idea just what kind of man she had been about to marry, and she had enjoyed a very lucky escape, although she didn’t look like she was enjoying anything that was happening at the moment. She was confused, she had questions, and she didn’t know the full story. But she would do in time, even if it wasn’t possible for Jelena to be the one to tell her it. 
Bogdan was finally calming down now, and the ushers’ grip on his arms was loosening a little when they felt a little more confident that he wasn’t going to keep attacking the groom. But that didn’t mean this situation had been defused entirely, and several people were on their mobile phones speaking to the police who they wanted to come here and arrest the man who had just viciously attacked the groom. But both Jelena and Bogdan knew that it was the groom himself who deserved to be put in handcuffs, and they would both make sure that he was before the day was out. 
But before the police could arrive on the scene and make this wedding even more dramatic than it had already been, there were still plenty of people who were demanding some answers, not least of which was the bride and her parents who were standing together at the altar looking mortified about what had happened on what should have been one of the most magical days of their lives. 
‘Will somebody tell us what is going on?’ the father of the bride cried as his wife tried to console their upset and confused daughter. 
‘That man is scum!’ Bogdan replied, pointing towards the groom on the ground. ‘He tried to rape my wife. And he paid money to do it!’
There were audible gasps amongst the wedding party as everybody heard the accusation and turned to look at the man with the bloody nose, who still looked too scared to get back to his feet in case Bogdan lunged for him again. 
‘Diego, what the hell is he talking about?’ the bride demanded to know in between loud sobs, and Jelena felt her heart breaking for this innocent woman who had just had her life turned upside down by the evil man who had been only seconds away from making her his wife. 
Diego dabbed his fingers tentatively over his damaged nose and saw that it was still bleeding profusely, before he was able to come back with an answer. 
‘I have no idea,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I’ve never seen these people before.’
That lie got a huge reaction out of Bogdan, who erupted in anger again and tried to get close to Diego, but the ushers held firm and prevented him from doing so. But nobody was holding Jelena, and that meant she was able to walk closer to Diego, and when she did, she took her opportunity to exact physical revenge. 
The kick she delivered in between Diego’s legs was swift and hard, and it left the groom howling in pain before she too was pulled away from him. 
Jelena felt a little stunned by what she had just done because she had never been violent to another human being in her life before, but she had been overcome by adrenaline and anger after Diego had refused to admit the truth. As she was pulled away from the injured groom, Jelena looked at Bogdan, and she saw him smiling at her, clearly approving of what she had just done. 
‘Who are you two?’ somebody asked Bogdan and Jelena as both of them were held back, and the Serbian bride looked to her new husband to answer that. 
‘This is my wife,’ Bogdan said, pointing towards the woman who had just kicked the guilty groom in his private parts. ‘She was held captive for several months in London by sex traffickers from our home country of Serbia. She was tied up and forced to be with paying customers against her will. And that coward on the floor crying like a baby is one of the men who paid to be with her during that time.’
Bogdan spat on the ground in front of Diego before going on. 
‘We spotted him in Hyde Park last summer, and I was able to get hold of him. I wanted answers about the men who had taken Jelena, and I also wanted him to pay for his crimes. But he was able to escape before I could get him to the police, and I’ve never seen him since. Until today.’
‘This is nonsense!’ Diego said with a laugh before spitting out some blood and wiping his mouth with his stained shirt sleeve. ‘You two are crazy.’
‘No, we’re not,’ Bogdan replied with a simple shake of the head. ‘We’re just two people who don’t deserve to share a world with people like you. And now we’re finally going to see you pay for what you have done.’
‘Well, good luck with that,’ Diego retorted. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong, and you can’t prove anything.’
‘We’ll see about that,’ Bogdan replied defiantly, and he looked up towards the hotel to presumably see if there was any sign of the police arriving yet. 
‘Just tell the truth, Diego,’ the bride suddenly said as she stepped away from her parents and walked closer to her groom on the floor. ‘Is any of this true?’
‘Of course not, Lindsey. It’s all just a big misunderstanding.’
It was obvious that Diego was going to deny everything that Bogdan had accused him of, and that was a worry because as much as Jelena knew how guilty he was, she didn’t exactly have a load of evidence to pin on him. But there was plenty of evidence of the ordeal she had been through, including the burnt-out house where the traffickers had kept her and the fact that she had lost her tongue while in captivity. The whole sordid operation might not have been blown wide open by the investigators yet, but every little victory they could get meant they were one step closer to potentially exposing the real people behind it, and getting Diego into custody for questioning was a good start. So what if he denied everything now? Maybe that was easy to do in front of all of his family and friends right here. But it might not be so easy to do when he was alone with just a couple of highly skilled police interrogators who knew exactly how to get a confession out of a guilty person. 
He might not be so confident and defiant then. 
For now, Jelena and her husband would have to be patient and wait for the police to arrive. But thanks to all the phone calls that several of the guests had already made, the officers would already be on their way, and it wouldn’t be long until this quiet and picturesque hotel in the English countryside was the site of blaring sirens, flashing blue lights and black and white uniforms, complete with handcuffs glinting in the sun. 
Diego could protest all he wanted to, but he couldn’t deny what was about to happen. 
He was going to be arrested. 
And unlike last time, there was no escaping his fate now.  



Bogdan *
14:14
The Hotel By The Lake, England
Bogdan Petrovic was sick of being held back by the ushers who surrounded him and were making sure that he couldn’t throw any more punches, but not as sick as he was about the fact that the man whom he had been punching still had the nerve to deny what he had done to Jelena. 
So far, Diego was refusing to admit his guilt, and that was infuriating to the Serbian man who just wanted justice for his beloved new wife. But it seemed things wouldn’t be as simple as that, and it would require a lot more than just beating a confession out of the bloodied groom. So be it, Bogdan thought, as he waited for the police to arrive here and arrest the man with the broken nose, who was still sitting on the floor and nursing his wounds. Whatever it took to see him behind bars would be worth it, Bogdan knew, for him and for his wife. 
Looking towards Jelena, who was also being restrained by members of this wedding party, Bogdan felt pride for what his wife had just done. Kicking Diego between the legs might have seemed like a cheap shot, but after what the Serbian woman had been through, she had more than deserved her little moment of revenge. But Bogdan was annoyed that he and Jelena were almost being treated like they were the ones in the wrong, because it was obvious that everybody here was still unsure about what they had heard, and they were all waiting for the police to arrive to start making some sense out of it. But that didn’t bother Bogdan because he had achieved what he had come all the way over to this side of the lake to do. He had wanted to stop the wedding for the sake of the poor bride, and he had wanted to cause pain for the guilty groom, who should never have been free this long to even be able to get an unsuspecting woman down the aisle. 
It had been a huge regret of Bogdan’s to have lost Diego in Hyde Park last year, and barely a day had gone by since then when he hadn’t wondered what might have happened if he had been able to keep hold of him instead of losing him in the crowd. If he had been successful in getting Diego into custody that day then at worst, that guilty man would have paid for his crimes, but at best, several guilty other parties might have been brought to justice too. As it was, Diego had escaped, and Bogdan and Jelena had been forced to accept that he was gone forever. But now he was on the floor right in front of them, still reeling from the blows they had reigned down on him, and that was quite the stroke of luck. For a couple who already knew what it took to beat the odds after they had won the lottery earlier this year, the events of today had seemed even more unlikely, yet somehow, this had given the Serbian pair far more pleasure than scooping millions of pounds in cash. 
Landing a punch on the cheek of Diego or delivering a sharp kick to his family jewels was priceless. 
The sound of sirens pierced the air, and Bogdan knew they belonged to the police cars that were racing through the country lanes now in the direction of this hotel. Diego looked particularly anxious when he heard them coming, and Bogdan felt glad about that because this man deserved to have every paranoid thought that was going through his head now. What wasn’t deserved was all the confusing thoughts that were going through the head of the poor bride, who still had no idea what to believe and was most likely finding it difficult to comprehend the fact that her dream day had descended into chaos. 
‘Let me talk to her,’ Bogdan said to the ushers who were holding him back, indicating that he wanted to go and speak with the bride so that he could shed some more light on what he had caused to happen here today. But the ushers weren’t keen on letting him do that, and it was obvious that they wanted to keep a firm grip on him until the police officers arrived and took over. 
Bogdan couldn’t really blame them for taking the groom’s side in this situation because he was their friend, while Bogdan was a complete stranger, but they were wrong, and he was right. The ushers didn’t know it yet, but they were protecting a dangerous man who had lied to them all. Hopefully, the truth would come out in the end, but that remained to be seen. If Bogdan wasn’t going to be allowed to try and expose it then the police would have to do it for him. 
The sirens grew louder as the cars got nearer to the hotel, and everybody turned to look up the hill at where the officers would soon be appearing. For people that had spent part of today waiting for a woman in a white dress to appear, it was quite strange to now be waiting for a very different type of person in a very different outfit to arrive. But seconds later and Bogdan spotted the black and white uniforms emerging from within the hotel and making their way down the grassy hill towards the wedding party.
Some of the younger members of the party took out their phones and filmed the arrival of the police, no doubt planning on uploading those videos to their social media accounts when all of this was over, but most of the adults in attendance were sensible enough not to bother with any of that. They just solemnly watched as the officers got closer, until they moved down the aisle and arrived at the altar where all the drama had taken place. 
‘That’s the man you want,’ Bogdan said, nodding in the direction of Diego on the floor because he couldn’t point with his arms still held behind his back. 
‘Are you crazy? He attacked me! He’s the one you want!’ Diego replied angrily, pointing at Bogdan and showing off his bloody nose to prove it. 
Bogdan expected the police to believe him and arrest the man on the ground, but instead, they approached him and told the ushers holding him that they would take over now. 
‘What are you doing?’ Bogdan asked as he felt the handcuffs being wrapped around his wrists, and Jelena rushed towards him to try and protest too. 
But the police officer applying the handcuffs told Bogdan that he was under arrest for assault, as well as warning him that anything he did say would be used as evidence. But the Serbian man didn’t care much about that last part, and he continued to protest as well as let everybody here know that Diego was the person they should have been arresting too. 
As he was being led away down the aisle with his hands cuffed behind his back, Bogdan looked over his shoulder to see if Diego was about to join him. But he was only being helped to his feet by one of his friends, and it didn’t seem like anybody was in a hurry to put handcuffs on him. 
‘What are you doing? Arrest him!’ Bogdan cried, but his pleas were ignored, and as he was marched past the rest of the wedding guests who were all still standing in front of their seats and watching him go, it made sense now. All the calls they had made to the police today had been concerning the man who had stormed the wedding and assaulted the groom. That was Bogdan, and that was why he was the only one being arrested here. Nobody had contacted the police about Diego, and despite Bogdan’s protests, it was the Serbian who was being viewed as the criminal here, not the other groom who shared the same wedding day with him. 
Bogdan knew resisting was futile now, so he stopped struggling, but he was also aware that he was being taken away from his bride on their wedding day, and he desperately tried to call out to Jelena before he was out of her earshot. 
‘I’m sorry!’ he called to her, even though he couldn’t quite make out where she was. ‘I love you, Jelena!’
He knew she wouldn’t be able to call back to him, but that was okay because he already knew she loved him too. But as he was taken up the hill in the direction of the hotel, he looked back to see if he could catch a glimpse of his bride one more time because he wasn’t sure when he would be able to see her again once he was in custody. When he did, he saw that Diego was standing on the edge of the lake holding a handkerchief up to his bloody nose while being supported by some of his family and friends. 
But then he saw Jelena, and she was running towards the bloodied groom with her arms outstretched in front of her. 
Bogdan realised what was about to happen, and as much as he knew it was going to land his wife in trouble too, he was fully supportive of what she was about to do. 
Bogdan stopped walking and resisted the arresting officer beside him as he watched the events unfolding down at the bottom of the hill, and that was how he saw Jelena push Diego straight into the lake, causing the groom to disappear beneath the clear water with a cry and a loud splash. 
It didn’t take long for another police officer to get Jelena in handcuffs too, and Bogdan watched as she was marched up the hill to join him in custody, but he didn’t care because he felt proud of her for what she had just done. Jelena didn’t seem to regret her actions either and she smiled at her husband as she was led away up the hill a few yards away from where he was also being manhandled by an officer in uniform. 
By the time the pair of them reached the hotel and were marched through the reception area, both of them were being cooperative with the police, having got all of their anger out of their system for the time being. They attracted plenty of puzzled looks from some of the other guests of the hotel as they passed them by, until they made it to the car park where they were each bundled into the back seat of a different vehicle.
Bogdan and Jelena’s eyes met as the doors were closed on their respective police cars, and they knew that they wouldn’t see each other again now for a while, after questioning and when the dust had settled a little on what they had done today. Until then, they would have to make do with spending the first few hours of married life apart, and Bogdan mouthed ‘I love you’ to his bride before they were driven away in the direction of the police station. 
As the police car transporting the Serbian man travelled down the quiet country lane, Bogdan thought about how this had been the last thing he had expected to happen when he had woken up this morning and put on his suit. Back then, his nerves had been jangling, and his heart had been racing at the prospect of getting married, but that was about as stressful as he thought the day would be. Little had he known, but the wedding ceremony had actually been the simplest part of the day. It was everything that had come after it that had provided the real drama. 
But despite what had happened and regardless of what was going to happen in the future, Bogdan was pleased that the most important thing had been accomplished. He had got to put that ring on his beloved Jelena’s finger and make her his wife for life. That was all that mattered, and not even the incident with Diego could spoil that. He hoped that Jelena was feeling the same way too, and he was sure that she was, especially if her little stunt of pushing Diego into the lake was anything to go by. 
The pair of Serbian lovers knew that they loved each other, and because of the strength that gave them, nothing else mattered. Not wedding day fights. Not being arrested. And not even being convicted of a crime in court if that was what was going to happen now. Without love, everything else was just a nonsense anyway, and Bogdan felt reassured that whatever happened next, he and his partner were going to be just fine as long as they stuck together. 
The police car suddenly came to a stop on the country lane, and Bogdan looked up to see what had caused the delay. That was when he saw two large cows staring back at him through the windscreen, a pair of farm animals that had obviously got lost and wandered off the field where they belonged and were now blocking traffic in the middle of the road. 
The policeman at the wheel cursed his bad luck before beeping his horn and doing his best to spook the cows into moving out of the way, but Bogdan just sat on the back seat chuckling at the whole situation. It was just one final unpredictable event in a day that had been full of them. But the cows stubbornly refused to move, just like Bogdan and Jelena had stubbornly refused to let Diego get away with what he had done, and as the Serbian man stared into the eyes of the cows directly in front of him, he smiled. 
‘God bless England,’ he said with a chuckle. 
‘This isn’t funny,’ the policeman in the front said, still trying to get the animals to move. ‘What a day.’
Bogdan disagreed with the first thing the police officer had said, but he couldn’t argue with the second part. 
‘What a day,’ Bogdan repeated as he wriggled his wrists in the handcuffs and wondered what kind of food he could expect to be served at the police station. ‘What a day, indeed.’
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