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September
Friday
Events take place between 18:35 – 18:55
All on the banks of the River Thames...



Jelena
18:35
Jelena Markovic was starting to fall in love with London and evenings like this were the main reason why. 
It was still light, as summer refused to go down without a fight, although the sky had recently become a lot more overcast and there was the feeling of a storm in the air. But there were still plenty of people on the banks of the River Thames right now, most of them rushing home but many of them stopping to enjoy a drink as another working week came to a close. 
As Jelena walked, she observed the patrons of the many restaurants and bars that lined the famous river, sitting at the tables and chattering animatedly amongst the sounds of clattering cutlery and clinking glasses. If any of them had looked up from their plates or their phones, then they would have been treated to a majestic view of several iconic landmarks that had made their home beside the murky river. 
There was the elaborate Tower Bridge to their left, the easily recognisable Victorian gothic design that allowed thousands of vehicles and pedestrians to cross the river between the north and south sections of the city each day. There was the historic Tower of London, which sat just beside this suspension bridge, housing the Crown Jewels of England and guarded around the clock by Beefeaters in their distinctive red jackets and black Tudor bonnets. And just south of the river was The Shard, the futuristic skyscraper that loomed over the Thames. 
Further down the snaking waterway, following its natural curve as it continued on to the west, stood other famous landmarks like the Houses of Parliament, Big Ben and the London Eye. They weren’t quite visible from where Jelena was right now but they would be if she kept walking for long enough and that was exactly what she planned to do.  
Yes, London was one of the most expensive cities in which to live, but it didn’t cost anything to walk around it. The Friday night revellers may have been paying a high price for their bowls of salad or their glasses of wine, but Jelena was paying nothing as she sauntered right past them. Many of those who were queuing in traffic on the bridge behind her would have paid a hefty congestion charge just to drive through certain areas of London, but there was no charge for those who travelled by foot. And those who owned the properties that lined this river had paid eye-wateringly vast amounts of money for the privilege of the view that it gave them, but Jelena was able to enjoy a similar view for free. 
You could spend as much as you wanted to in a place like this and many people spent every penny they had. But Jelena had learned to enjoy the city in a much more frugal way, which was fortunate because otherwise she would never have been able to afford to live in such a thriving part of the world. 
But it wasn’t just the city that Jelena had fallen in love with. She had also fallen for the man who was holding her hand and walking beside her on this late summer evening in the English capital. Bogdan was the man who had turned her life in London from a nightmare to a dream, and the main reason why she felt so safe and secure whilst walking through such a busy and fast-paced part of the world. 
She glanced at her partner as they strolled past another noisy bar and smiled when she saw that he was looking up at the 95-storey body of The Shard, clearly lost in his own thoughts about the beauty of the structure and how man had ever been able to build something that tall. 
She had come to learn many new things about Bogdan since she had reconnected with him three months earlier in the Underground. She remembered him from her childhood in Serbia when he hadn’t shown much of an imagination or passion for anything other than avoiding schoolwork. But now, she had discovered that there was a bright and inquisitive mind behind his calm demeanour. 
They had spent a lot of their time over the summer on walks just like this one and each time she had seen how Bogdan would marvel at the various forms of architecture on display in the capital. London was one of the most advanced cities in the world but it was also one of the oldest so almost every part of its sprawling landscape was a combination of both old and new. There was perhaps no better place to see this than beside the famous river that snaked its way through the centre of it all, and both sides of the riverbank were filled with monuments that charted the development of mankind. 
There were the worn-down facades of the Victorian era buildings, sandwiched between the gleaming exteriors of their more modern counterparts. There were structures that had survived historic wars standing side by side with buildings that were barely a couple of years old. And there were properties where ancient decrees had been signed with ink-tipped quills, nestled in beside properties where expensive rental charges were signed with plastic ballpoint pens. 
These intriguing juxtapositions were partly why this was one of Jelena’s favourites places to walk, because there was so much variety on offer. You never knew if the next building you saw would be made from shimmering metal or crumbling stone and in some ways it reminded her of her home city of Belgrade, with its famous landmarks and examples of modernisation in between its monuments to war. But in other ways it was a world away from the place of her birth and that was perhaps why she had chosen to stay here instead of returning to her native country after her ordeal with the sex traffickers had ended. 
In Belgrade, there were still many reminders of the conflict that had shaped her youth during the 1990’s, when the Eastern European nations battled for their identities and many families were displaced or destroyed. But here in London, and despite its own experiences with enemies in the past, there seemed to be a constant push towards the future. The city would never forget the nights when the Germans dropped bombs, or the days when terrorists detonated their devices, but things progressed at such a rapid rate here that it was impossible not to look forward rather than back. 
Maybe that was why she had found this to be the best place for her to recover from what she had been through earlier in the year. Of course, there were many reminders of her past here. The sight of a tube station always made her heart race a little faster and even the voice of a passing male pedestrian sometimes made her think of the voices of the men who had visited her in that locked room. But there was such a fast pace to life here, and a constant sense of regeneration and growth, that she couldn’t help but be pulled along with it all too. 
Just like the city she was now walking around had always developed and changed despite its ordeals of the past, Jelena was learning to do exactly the same thing. The brutal extraction of her tongue had been inflicted upon her in captivity, robbing her of the ability to speak but she was progressing well with sign language and was slowly feeling more confident in communicating with the world around her. She had also learnt that keeping herself busy was the best way to avoid dwelling on the past, so she had taken up some part-time voluntary work at the shelter where she had spent time during her initial recovery. The shelter was a place for victims of abuse and provided a sanctuary as they recovered from their ordeals and learnt to trust other people again. Jelena would help prepare meals for those staying in the shelter, as well as clean their rooms and accompany some of them as they walked around the grounds or watched the television in the living area. 
Even though she had left the shelter herself and now rented a bedroom with Bogdan in a shared flat in the East End, she liked to return and help those people who had suffered so much at the hands of others. Her work at the shelter was as much a part of own recovery as it was a charitable act, so she was happy to do it, even though it meant she wasn’t earning any money. She knew that she would have to find paid work eventually, but she was taking things one day at a time and she was grateful that Bogdan was happy for her to do this. 
His wage from his security job was providing enough for them to rent one room in a tall block of flats and while it wasn’t much, it was somewhere they could call home and rest together at the end of a long day. The only thing she was worried about right now, as she and Bogdan approached London Bridge, was how hard her partner was having to work to support them. 
They had taken a brief holiday in their home country a month earlier and it had been wonderful for Jelena to visit her family back in Belgrade as well as introduce them to the man who was now a big part of her life. But ever since they had returned from Serbia, Bogdan had been working tirelessly, taking on extra shifts and working as much as possible in an effort to make enough money for them to survive. 
This was a rare night off for Bogdan. His night shift as a security guard at a city office had been unexpectedly cancelled, and although Jelena was concerned about the lost income, she was thrilled to be spending more time with him. Besides, he had worked almost every day since they had returned from abroad, so she assumed that one cancelled shift wouldn’t make too much of a difference in how much money he had made this week. 
But Bogdan had seemed to take the news a lot worse than she had expected. Instead of being relieved at a rare night off and a little time to spend with his partner, he had been frustrated and even a little angry about the lost opportunity to make money. Jelena knew he was a proud and hard-working man and so perhaps the prospect of not working wasn’t as exciting for him as it was for her. But then again, he had been away from her so much recently, tirelessly putting in the hours at different security jobs all over the city, so surely he deserved to have a little free time now, even if it had been unplanned. 
She had tried to tell him as much, through the use of sign language and via the text messages that she would send him when they were apart, but he hadn’t seemed to see it that way. He had remained in a quiet and thoughtful state ever since and had barely said two words since they had been on their riverside walk. 
Jelena suspected that he was worried about money and although he hadn’t said anything to her about needing her to find work too, she knew that it mustn’t be easy for him paying for both their living costs on his own. But she had also noticed a change in him since they had returned from Serbia and she worried that there might be more to it than just money troubles.
Before they had taken the trip last month, and in the weeks since he had rescued her from the evil men who had held her, she had found him to be a happy and fairly talkative man. But something had changed in him after the holiday and he was now a lot more withdrawn. If she had to pinpoint the exact time she had noticed the change in him then she would have to say that it had actually been before the holiday had ended, when he had returned to her mother’s home after spending the day visiting an old friend in the country. 
He had returned much later than he had promised her, and while she had just presumed that he had been enjoying himself and lost track of time, he hadn’t shared with her much of what he had done that day. He had been quiet throughout their flight home and it had been that way for most of the last month, during which he had either been going to work or falling into bed exhausted. She could sense that something was troubling him, and she almost hoped that it was just about money and nothing more serious. She was worried that perhaps he hadn’t liked her family, or that their trip to their homeland had reignited something inside him that he had been struggling with ever since. Whatever it was he hadn’t told her, so she was still in the dark about whatever was going on behind that stoic face of his.
As they climbed the steps that would take them onto London Bridge, she squeezed his hand a little tighter to let him know that she was here for him if he ever decided that he wanted to share his worries with her. But when she didn’t feel him squeeze her hand back, she knew that he was still lost in his thoughts, which only made her worry a little more. 
Like the ominous black clouds that were beginning to fill the sky above her, Jelena felt that there was potentially something dark looming on the horizon between them. But unlike the weather which had no problem making its intentions clear, Bogdan was a much more reserved entity and she feared that she may never truly know what it was that was troubling him.
Not until it was too late. 



Bogdan
18:36
Bogdan Petrovic knew that Jelena was worried about him and she didn’t need to squeeze his hand to tell him that. He was well aware that he had been distant with her ever since they had got back from Serbia, but it wasn’t his intention to be that way. It was just really hard to concentrate when he had so much on his mind. 
It was really hard to concentrate after what he had done. 
It had been a month since he had killed Laslo, the man who was responsible for so much of the suffering that had befallen Jelena earlier in the year. He had pulled the trigger on the gun and watched as the man’s body disappeared into the depths of the Tarnava Mare river and he saw that same sequence replaying itself over and over again when he closed his eyes in bed at night. But that wasn’t the only time he was reminded of what he had done. Even being here, alongside the banks of the Thames and looking across its murky waters, was enough to remind him of that river in Romania where he had ended another man’s life. 
It wasn’t that he felt guilty about what he had done. Laslo was an evil man and there was no doubt that he had deserved to die. Nor was he worried about being prosecuted for his crimes, having fled Romania straight after and having seen no news reports about the discovery of the man’s body in the media since. 
He was simply carrying the mental scars that came with such a brutal act. 
There was a reason why it was rare for a human to kill another human and it wasn’t just because of the law. It was because it was a difficult thing to process and was something that you would never forget for the rest of your life.  But Bogdan believed he was tough enough to cope with the knowledge of what he had done and keep it a secret until he joined Laslo in the afterlife. But what he wasn’t tough enough for was the constant worrying that had plagued him ever since he had put his plan for revenge into action. 
In order for him to be able to track down Laslo and get his revenge for Jelena he had been forced to part with a significant amount of money. Firstly, for the private investigator who had hunted down the man and given up his location and secondly, for the weapon that he used to eliminate him. Bogdan had had no choice but to borrow money, but he had known that a traditional bank loan was not something that he was likely to qualify for. He hadn’t even formally enquired about such a thing, wanting to keep his need for such a large chunk of money as inconspicuous as possible. Besides, someone like him, an immigrant on minimum wage who was known to change jobs and locations on a regular basis, was hardly the ideal candidate for a bank loan.  
He had wanted somebody who would give him the money without asking any questions. Somebody who wanted to be as secretive as Bogdan did. Somebody who was mired in the criminal world as much as Bogdan would soon find himself. 
He had needed a loan shark. 
And it hadn’t taken him long to find one.
Ronnie Larkhall had been the name that Bogdan had received from one of his colleagues after he had asked the man working the nightshift with him if he knew anyone who could help him get some money together quickly. His colleague had told Bogdan that he had previously taken a loan out with Ronnie to help pay off a gambling debt, but the information came with a warning. Bogdan was told that if he were to use this man for a loan then he better be able to pay him back on time. 
Because if he couldn’t then things wouldn’t end well for him. 
Bogdan had mulled over his decision but after several more nights of waking up beside a distressed Jelena, who was suffering from night terrors after what she had been through with Laslo, his mind had been made up. He wanted his revenge at any cost. Therefore he needed the money and so he would make contact with Mr Larkhall and try to do business with him. 
Bogdan had steeled himself to ask Ronnie for a hefty £8,000 to cover the services of the private investigator and the use of the gun that he would need to carry out his revenge. While the figure was large enough to increase Bogdan’s heart rate when he thought about it, he felt confident that he would be able to pay it off since swapping his cleaning job for the better-paid security one. There were a lot more hours available to work in his new job, so he had figured that he would just do large amounts of overtime until he had paid it all back. And he had been left in no doubt that he must pay it back because his colleague at the security company was right. 
Ronnie was not a man that you wanted to disappoint. 
Bogdan had met the loan shark underneath the arches of a railway line in the East End of London at midnight; the setting alone enough to tell him everything that he needed to know about how Ronnie liked to operate. It had been dark, it had been secluded, and it had instilled just the right amount of fear in Bogdan about what he was getting himself involved in. But he had reminded himself throughout the meeting that he was doing this for Jelena, to get back at the evil man who had caused her so much distress, so it was a worthwhile risk to take.
Or so it had seemed at the time.  
Ronnie had handed over the money to Bogdan but not before making it clear that he expected to be paid back by the end of October. Not only that, but he demanded an additional £2,000 on top of the £8,000 he was lending the Serbian man. That was “the cost of doing business” apparently. Therefore, Bogdan was in Ronnie’s debt for a total of £10,000 and he had to pay it back by Halloween. If he didn’t, then Bogdan would accrue interest for every day that payment was delayed. But it wouldn’t be interest in the form of further monetary increments. 
It would be interest in the form of lost digits on each of Bogdan’s hands. 
Again, it was made clear to him.
Ronnie was not someone you wanted to disappoint. 
Bogdan had no intention of disappointing him and he certainly had no intention of losing any parts of his body, so he had made arrangements with his manager to work as many shifts as possible so that he would be able to pay back his debt in good time. Shortly after, he had gained the location of Laslo from the PI and purchased the gun that he was to use when he tracked him down. Then, all that had been left to do was tell Jelena that they were taking an impromptu trip back to their homeland. 
While she had been sitting in her mother’s home filling her belly with homemade food and swapping stories with her sister, Bogdan had travelled across the border to Romania and exacted his revenge by ending Laslo’s life on a sunny day in the shadows of the Transylvanian hills. Now they were back in London and Bogdan was working all the hours that he could to get his debt paid off before the deadline, while Jelena was none the wiser about what he had done. But at least he felt a little better when she woke up in a frightened state during the night, panicking about those men coming for her again. Because he knew that there was no chance of that now. 
Not when he knew that they were both dead and one of them had fallen at his hand. 
But just because one problem had been dealt with it didn’t mean there wasn’t still another one to take care of. While it had been Laslo’s life that had been under threat in the first part of Bogdan’s plan, it was now his very own that was most at risk. He knew he needed to pay off his debt to Ronnie and while he still had five weeks to do so, he was aware that every day he wasn’t earning money was a day when he wasn’t getting closer to having the means to pay it. 
The cancellation of tonight’s shift had been a blow to him and while he was still on track to pay the money back by the deadline, any more cancellations would start to put that at risk. But he was doing as much as he could to avoid having to face the punishments that he would incur should he be late in paying back his loan. 
He had worked almost every day since returning from his ‘holiday’ in Serbia, taking every hour that he could as a security guard in banks, shopping malls, sporting events and anywhere else that needed a burly man to stand around and look like he was protecting somebody. He was fortunate that his manager was not somebody who prescribed much to the legalities of Employee Rights because if he did, then it would surely be illegal for Bogdan to be working as many hours as he was. But fortunately he seemed to be unrestricted in how much he could work and so while he was completely and utterly exhausted from his non-stop shifts, he knew that feeling was a lot preferable to the feeling of being held down while an East End gangster chopped a couple of his fingers off. 
He had also made as many cutbacks as he could in his personal life in order to be able to save more money. He had moved out of the small bedroom that he had rented in a dodgy part of London, in exchange for an even smaller bedroom in an even dodgier part of London. But cheaper rent meant more savings and the cutbacks hadn’t ended there. He was surviving on one large meal a day that mainly consisted of bread and cheap cuts of meat and he had even given up his favourite drink, a strong Serbian lager, in favour of tap water from the shared kitchen in his flat. 
He walked to his shifts when he could, trying to avoid the charges that came with using public transport, and he hadn’t treated himself to any new personal items that might have brightened up his day and made all the long, tedious security guard shifts feel worth it. In essence, he had reduced his outgoings to the extent that if he cut anything else out, he might as well be living on the streets. 
He couldn’t wait for the day when his debt was paid off and he could spend some of his money on taking Jelena to a nice restaurant or a night at the movies, but for now he was focused on one thing and one thing only. 
Paying back the money that he owed to Ronnie. 
But with that single-minded focus occupying every one of his waking hours, it had been inevitable that Jelena would pick up on the change in him. She didn’t understand why he was working as many hours as he did, and she was even more confused about why he seemed to have less money to spend as a result of it. But he had told her that he was working hard so that they could afford to find a better place to live and that it was only a temporary thing while he tried to build a better life for them both. 
She had seemed to understand that, but he could sense that she was still worried about him. The second gentle squeeze that she gave his left hand as they walked along the river was proof that she was seeking some sort of comfort, so in a bid to put her mind at ease, he stopped walking and turned to look her in the eye. She stopped too and looked up at him, seemingly surprised to have his full attention. 
As Bogdan stared into her eyes, he felt a million things happen in his body. The butterflies in his stomach that he felt when he took in her beauty. The increase in his heart rate that always accompanied the sight of her smile. And the feelings of anger that he felt rising up inside himself when he looked at her lips and wished that she could speak to him despite knowing that that was one sound that he would never get to hear again. 
He didn’t regret a single thing that he had done since he had found Jelena in the Underground that morning in June, just like he didn’t resent all the hours that he now had to spend away from her in order to pay off the debt he had accrued from getting her a measure of revenge. He loved this woman more than anything he had ever loved in the world before and he would do anything for her. 
But he was acutely aware that she must never know about what he had done in her name. She could never know about the debt he had taken on so that he could pay a man to track down Laslo. She could never know about the part of that debt that had paid that same man to provide him with a gun to use when he came face to face with his target. And she could never know that he had pulled the trigger and ended the life of another man, proving that he could be just as dangerous as any criminal whom Jelena had encountered in her past. 
He would never do anything to harm the woman standing in front of him, but he was aware that what he had already done could destroy her if she ever found out. She saw him as a safe, strong and sensitive man, incapable of illegal acts and bringing harm to others, so that was how he had to remain in her eyes. And so he would, just as long as he could pay off this debt and put the events of the summer behind him.  
As he pulled Jelena in close to him, wrapping his arms around her and showing her that she didn’t need to worry about whatever was on his mind, he felt the first few drops of rain starting to fall from the darkening sky overhead. It was a reminder that the seasons were changing, and summer was coming to an end. He, of course, had changed too, and as much as he tried to forget it, he knew he was no longer the same innocent man he had been before the summer began. 



Tom
18:37
Tom Casey looked up at the sky and thought about how the raindrops that were beginning to fall over the city might actually help him out right now. He was currently in the middle of his latest shift, during which he and his fellow policemen had been tasked with watching over the large crowd of protestors that had gathered near London Bridge, beneath the towering shadow of The Shard. 
Maybe the rain would dampen the protest and send some of them home, which would make the rest of his night a hell of a lot easier. Or maybe the weather would just stiffen the protestors’ resolve and they would dig their heels in even more, forcing Tom to maintain his presence here for another few hours yet. If there was one thing he had learnt during his time as a policeman, it was that you could never predict the actions of a large crowd, particularly when they were protesting over a cause about which they were so passionate.  
The purpose of today’s demonstration outside the offices of a television studio in Central London was to protest about the number of British citizens who were currently serving prison sentences in foreign countries under extremely poor conditions. The UK’s Foreign Minister was currently inside the building, preparing to be interviewed live on national television about the issue. Tom estimated that at least two-hundred people had decided to accompany the minister to the studio and stand outside, chanting and waving placards to let him know just what they thought about his policies. 
So far, the protest had been a peaceful one, but Tom knew how quickly these things could change. Just like the sky overhead had gone from clear blue to a darkening grey in the last hour or so, these protestors could easily switch from passive to confrontational in the blink of an eye. Especially when it came time for the Foreign Minister to leave the studio and fight his way back through the crowds to get to his waiting vehicle. 
Tom could feel the raindrops hitting his uniform as he maintained his position at the front of the crowd, flanked by his colleagues, to provide a human barrier in between the protestors outside and the politician inside. The officers were all wearing standard police uniform and their distinctive black and white apparel contrasted with the colourful placards that the protestors were waving about above their heads.
Tom adjusted his helmet which, by now, was feeling rather heavy and uncomfortable, before returning his hands to the stab proof vest that was fitted over his freshly-pressed white shirt. The shirt became increasingly sodden with each raindrop that splashed down from above and Tom longed to be anywhere other than here. But the weather showed no signs of dampening the spirits of the protestors and Tom knew then that no matter how bad the weather got in the next few minutes, there was no way they were going to leave until the Foreign Minister reappeared from inside the building behind him. 
An eye-catching lime green placard in the crowd before him was emblazoned in large red letters, which spelt out the words: My Child is British. Bring him Home. The wretched yet determined look on the placard-carrier’s face described the feelings of every single one of the protestors there today. 
As an officer of the law, Tom couldn’t help thinking that if the child hadn’t committed a crime then they wouldn’t currently be serving a prison sentence in a foreign country, but of course he wouldn’t dare say this to any of the angry protestors in front of him. But he could understand the parents’ side too. Their child was imprisoned in another country, likely one with far less emphasis on human rights and prisoner safety, and so of course it was only natural that they would try to do anything they could to have them brought home. Tom wondered how, if he were a father, he would deal with knowing that his son or daughter was languishing in an inhumane setting thousands of miles away from home. He had to admit that there would be a good chance that he too would be standing on the other side of the picket line, waving his own placard and shouting abuse at the police officers who were on duty that day. 
But he wasn’t a father and so he couldn’t really imagine what it must be like for this mob of angry parents who remained committed to their chanting despite the rain. He had no idea what it felt like to be the guardian of another human being and given the current situation in his private life, it would be quite a while yet until he did get to experience it. 
As much as Tom would rather not be standing in the rain on a Friday night trying to control a sea of angry protestors, it was actually preferable to being at home.
Because if he were at home, he would have to be dealing with the heart-breaking fact that his wife wanted to divorce him. 
Tom had been married to Kelly for just over a year, but the writing was already on the wall for their marital vows and proceedings were currently underway to bring the whole relationship to a sorry conclusion. It had been Kelly’s idea to bring an official end to the marriage and while Tom agreed that it was the right thing to do based on how unhappy each of them had been feeling, he couldn’t help feel a sense of loss for what he had expected to be a long and fruitful relationship with his wife. 
He had never been the type of person who would marry for money or convenience. He would only marry for real love, which is what he had done when he tied the knot with Kelly on a rainy summer’s day one year previously.  A rainy day just like this one, Tom thought, as the water continued to pour from the sky and make his shift even more miserable than it already was. But while this rainy day was populated with angry faces and waving fists, the rainy day that had marked his wedding had been a sea of smiles and hugs. 
It was hard to believe that all that positivity had been extinguished and that the whole experience had essentially been a wasted one now that the marriage was to be terminated. That was another reason for the unsettled feeling that Tom had had in his stomach ever since Kelly had stood in the doorway of their kitchen a fortnight ago and told him that she wanted a divorce. He felt ashamed that so many people had taken a day out of their busy schedules to celebrate with Kelly and him on their wedding day, only for the couple’s happiness to quickly dissolve to nothing. 
Even though a couple of weeks had passed since Kelly had told him her wishes for a quick and painless separation, he still hadn’t mentioned it to another person. While he was sure Kelly had already confided in her family and closest friends, he had kept the life-changing news to himself. He felt embarrassed to talk about it with anyone because to do so would be akin to throwing in the towel and admitting defeat. He felt shame in the idea of other people knowing that he had tried marriage and had failed at it miserably and, while he knew his own family and friends would do nothing but support him through it, he found it difficult to bring up with them. 
But soon he would have no choice. Either they would receive word of the impending separation on the grapevine from someone on Kelly’s side or they would notice when he started turning up to private events without his wife on his arm. So far Tom had avoided all social situations since Kelly had told him it was over, but there was only so long he could do that before someone figured out that something was wrong. And eventually he knew that he would have to move out of the house that he shared with her, which would really set alarm bells ringing within his social circle. 
He couldn’t put it off forever. 
But he still couldn’t believe that it had come to this. 
Just a month ago, in a desperate bid to prevent the marriage falling into an irreparable state, he had booked a surprise trip to the island of Santorini for himself and his wife. He had hoped that there, amongst the white-washed villas and beneath the clear blue skies, that they would have been able to rekindle the love that they had sadly been losing sight of during their day-to-day life in the UK. 
But even such a romantic setting had done little to repair the broken relationship and the whole experience by the Aegean Sea had been nothing short of a nightmare. They had argued constantly, which had become the norm for them before the trip but had only been exaggerated after more time together under the hot sun. They hadn’t agreed on a single thing during the holiday, including where to eat, where to visit and what to do. They had even argued about which factor of sun cream was best to use and that particular disagreement had ended with Tom throwing a perfectly good bottle of factor 30 sun cream into the sea beside their hotel. 
By the time the seven-day ‘holiday’ had ended the writing had been on the wall. The flight they took back to England in stone-cold silence had only confirmed it. 
It was over. 
The marriage was doomed. 
Upon their return to London, Tom had tried to avoid his fate as much as possible, keeping himself busy with his police work in the hope that somehow spending less time with his wife would actually heal things between them. Of course, it was a stupid idea and it had been confirmed to him when Kelly had finally uttered the world “divorce” to him on a Friday night not too different to this one. The following couple of days had seen Tom moping around the house and drinking alone while Kelly had shared her heartbreak in a healthier way, in the company of others. 
The intervening weeks had done little to improve Tom’s mood. 
He didn’t want to be a divorcee and he didn’t want to admit defeat, even if he knew it was really for the best. The thought of starting all over again, finding someone new and eventually getting re-married, was a terrifying one to him and he sometimes thought that maybe it was best to avoid the whole hassle of it all in the future and just stay single instead. But that wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted to be a loving husband. He wanted to be a doting dad. He wanted to be a wise old grandfather one day too, sharing stories of his adventures in the police force with his captivated grandchildren, whilst they sat on his lap and flicked admiringly through old photographs of him in his cool uniform. But there weren’t many ‘cool’ things about being in the police force on a day like today. 
Just like there wasn’t much chance of him managing to successfully navigate his next marriage long enough for him to have children and see them grow up enough to eventually have their own. 
He snapped out of his self-pitying thoughts and turned his attention back to the protestors in front of him, who remained as loud and animated as they were before. But the rain had stopped, which was a blessing, he supposed, although the sight of a sickeningly black cloud rolling towards them from the west surely meant that much worse weather was still to come. The bad weather had done nothing to break the rallying cries from the protestors, so the Foreign Minister would have no choice but to face them when the time came for him to leave the building and take his chances out on the streets with the baying mob. 
Tom felt a pang of sympathy for the politician in that moment, wondering what it must be like for him to have his job judged by so many people and to have his own safety threatened simply because of his key position in the government. But then again, he did kind of know all about that. Being in the police force meant his own job was constantly being criticised in the public domain and just walking down the street in his distinctive uniform was enough to make him a target. 
But it wasn’t fair that the minister had to face all these people. Surely he was just trying to do his best, just like Tom had been trying to do his best to save his marriage. But trying his best just hadn’t been sufficient and Tom had to resign himself to the prospect of life as a divorcee. 
Sometimes, no matter how hard a person might try, there was always somebody else there to say it wasn’t good enough. 
Whether it was a boss, a wife or a sea of disgruntled parents with placards. 
As the sky grew darker and the chanting from the crowd increased in volume, Tom wondered why he even bothered trying when nothing ever worked out as he wanted it to. But he didn’t have much longer to dwell on that thought because he heard over the police radio that the minister had finished his interview and was preparing to make his exit. 
Keeping this man safe from the baying crowd was going to be enough to keep Tom’s mind off his failing marriage for the next few minutes. 
Because if he and his colleagues didn’t do their best, then there was no telling what would happen to the man amongst this angry mob. 



Kathryn
18:38
Kathryn Rice ignored her sore throat and continued to join in with the chants going on all around her. She probably wouldn’t be able to speak tomorrow judging by how hoarse her voice was becoming from all the shouting, but she didn’t care about tomorrow. 
She just needed to make sure that her voice was heard today. 
She had been standing with her fellow protestors for the past hour now, outside the television studios where the current Foreign Minister for the UK was being interviewed on national television. Her reason for being here was the same as that of everybody else who stood around her. She wanted justice for her child, and she wanted the country’s politicians to do the right thing for their citizens. 
In an ideal world she wouldn’t be standing here now in the centre of London waving a homemade placard above her head and shouting at the top of her lungs. She would be over two hundred miles north of here, in her hometown of Blackburn, sitting at home with her husband and daughter and preparing for a quiet evening in front of the TV. 
But that wasn’t possible anymore. 
Her husband was halfway across the world, trying to make headway with the British Embassy in Lima, the capital of Peru, where their daughter Jessica was in prison. After the discovery of drugs in her backpack a month earlier, Jessica had been found guilty of drug trafficking and sentenced to ten years in jail. Since then, Kathryn’s whole family had been torn apart and while she accepted that her daughter had made a mistake that deserved to be punished, she couldn’t accept the conditions that she was being held in while she served her sentence. That was the reason for her protest in London today. She wanted to bring her daughter home to serve her sentence on English soil, just like the rest of the parents in the crowd, who were also fighting to relocate their children from dangerous prisons all around the globe. 
It had been a phone call in the middle of the night that had caused Kathryn’s whole world to come crashing down. The man on the other end of the call had told her that her daughter had been caught trying to smuggle 10kg of cocaine through airport security in Peru and had been thrown into a jail cell to await her sentence. Kathryn had initially thought that the phone call was a hoax, possibly from one of Jessica’s friends whom she had met while travelling around South America. But when she checked the news online and saw her daughter’s face plastered across several national media websites as well as the local newspaper’s page, she knew it was real.  
The phone call wasn’t a hoax. Jessica really had been caught trying to smuggle drugs through a South American border. It was the stuff of a parent’s nightmares but it was unfortunately very real. Her daughter was locked away in a tiny cell on the other side of the world and there was seemingly nothing that Kathryn, her husband, or anybody else for that matter could do about it. She had committed an extremely serious crime and she had been caught. Now she had to be punished and punished she would be. 
Jessica’s sentence had been swift and severe, coming down just a few weeks after she had been caught with the incriminating evidence at Lima Airport. The authorities in Peru were fully aware of the reputation of their country in the fight against drugs and so had ensured that they had done their best to dissuade anybody else who might be tempted to visit their country and contribute to the illegal drug trade that had been ravaging the continent for many years. 
The judge had sentenced Jessica to a decade behind bars with no possibility of parole or pardoning. Nor was there the possibility of releasing her to serve out her sentence back in her home country. She was to complete her full term in one of Lima’s toughest and most notorious prison systems and there was nothing more to be said on the matter. 
A young woman from Blackburn, England, was now behind bars with some of the most dangerous criminals in South America, and was being kept in conditions that were just as dangerous to her health as the threats to her life from the various inmates were. 
Kathryn and her husband had been in the courtroom that day in Peru when Jessica’s sentence had been handed down and while they had wept at the verdict, their tears had been nothing in comparison to the fear that had flashed across Jessica’s face as she had been led away by two bald-headed police officers with guns on their belts. The distraught parents hadn’t failed to notice how much weight their terrified daughter had already lost in her first two weeks in prison before sentencing and they could only imagine what the next ten years would do to their child. They had tried to stay positive for their daughter before the verdict had come down, but as soon as the words “guilty” and “ten years” had been spoken then all that positivity had been erased, just as quickly as the next decade of Jessica’s life had been.
Since that day in court, Kathryn and her husband had been campaigning tirelessly to the UK government to have their daughter extradited back to the UK, where she could serve out her sentence in a less formidable prison and where they would be able to visit her on a regular basis. But so far no progress had been made, hence Kathryn’s trip to London. While her husband was working on the government officials in Peru, she would do her best to work on the ones in England and so here she was, waving her placard and demanding that her daughter be returned to the country of her birth. And judging by the vast number of protestors around her who were also waving placards and demanding their own child’s release, she was far from alone in wanting her child to be brought back from a nightmare overseas. 
But Kathryn had already known how big the turnout was going to be at today’s protest. She had stumbled across a forum for families of prisoners overseas during a desperate online search for any crumb of advice that might help get her daughter out of the Peruvian prison. She had seen the vast array of messages, many of them going back years, in which distraught parents would post about all the different methods they had tried to get their child released. 
She had read the message from a user by the name of MiltonKeynesMum who had spent five nights camped outside 10 Downing Street earlier in the year to raise awareness about the fact that her son was stuck in a prison in Dubai despite not having been found guilty of anything yet. She had also read the message from user DesperateDad who was seeking help with how to extract his daughter from a jail in the Philippines and bring her home. And that was just scratching the surface. There were hundreds of the messages on the forum and each one of them was just as painful to read as the last. 
But amongst the displays of helplessness were messages of hope. The community had organised itself and were now hoping that while their lone voices had been ignored, their collective voices would be heard when brought together. Protests and demonstrations like this one had been organised, as well as social media pages and fundraising events, all in an effort to raise awareness of the plight of so many families who just wanted to be reunited with their loved ones. 
None of the people taking part in these protests believed that their child was above the law, but all of them were in agreement that the conditions in which their children were having to serve out their sentences were inhumane and not befitting of their crimes, so they were collectively seeking to have their children brought home to finish their sentences in a UK prison. That outcome would also enable them to see their children regularly, instead of having to spend hundreds of pounds to fly to a different country for a thirty-minute visit with them. 
Kathryn, like everybody else on the forums where the crimes were discussed, could not believe that her child had been so stupid as to break the law anywhere, never mind in a foreign land where the rules were often even stricter than those in the UK. She and her husband had raised their daughter in the proper way, teaching her the difference between right and wrong, and doing everything they could to ensure that she would grow up to be a fully functioning member of society. They could never have imagined, therefore, that she would end up becoming an international drug smuggler and have her face plastered all over the news outlets in her home country. Somewhere, somehow, something had gone drastically wrong with their daughter.  
Jessica insisted that it was the first time she had ever been tempted to break the law and that it was just a single, stupid, isolated mistake that had seen her arrested and sentenced to time behind bars. Kathryn believed her but that didn’t change the fact that she had been caught and was now staring at spending most of her remaining youth in a cramped cell a long way from where she should have been spending it. 
The only reason Jessica had been in South America in the first place was because Kathryn and her husband had given her some money to go travelling, hoping that such an experience would enrich her life and give her a much-needed break from how hard she had worked since leaving school as a teenager. But they never would have done so if they had known for one minute that the trip would end in such a life-changing way for them all. 
Kathryn hadn’t been to work since news of her daughter’s imprisonment had come through, taking personal time before eventually being signed off with stress. Her husband had been signed off too, so the two of them were able to spend every waking minute trying to find a way to bring their daughter home. But so far they had had no luck and as Kathryn stood under the gloomy sky on the banks of the Thames, waving her placard and shouting at the television studio in front of her, she wondered if they ever would. 
The rain had stopped for now but there was clearly a large storm on the way and Kathryn had a long journey back north ahead of her after this. The thought of travelling in soaking wet clothes and with the knowledge that the whole trip had probably been in vain was a sobering one but what else could she do? She had to fight for her child, just like all the other parents around her were fighting for their own. If a bit of bad weather or a long journey was enough to put any of them off, then they only had to be reminded of the dangers that lurked around every corner of the prison that their child inhabited. They only needed to remember their son’s or daughter’s accounts of how bad the meals were, or how many people they were forced to share a cell with, to know that they had to keep fighting. And they only had to read the statistics about how many deaths there were in each of the prisons to know that they could never take a day off from their campaign to move their child to a safer prison back in the UK. 
As the wind swirled around them all, Kathryn could sense the mood in the group becoming darker, almost as if reflecting that of the sky above them. They were fed up of shouting and not being heard. It was time something was done. 
Just then, several police officers turned to the doors of the television studio and formed a human barrier as a group of people began to leave the building. Amongst the group was the Foreign Minister, his wispy grey hair blowing in the wind as he stepped outside to face the inclement weather, and, more significantly, the irate crowd. 
Kathryn and her fellow protestors surged forwards towards him, each of them asking different questions and demanding answers about the various situations in which their children found themselves. The Minister hurried towards his waiting vehicle, keeping his head bowed low and using the shield of protection that the police officers afforded him, to protect him from the crowd. But the protestors weren’t to be deterred and several of them managed to break through the police cordon and get closer to the beleaguered government official. 
Kathryn had never thought of herself as a violent person, just like she had never thought of her daughter as a criminal, but right then, with the full force of her anguish and upset behind her, she found herself lashing out towards the minister and striking him furiously across the face. 
Maybe it was the action of a desperate woman. Maybe it was the frustration of an ignored parent. Or maybe it was just the natural result of being swept along with a baying mob of protestors who were each cold, wet and angry about what they perceived to be a serious injustice against the person about whom they cared about more than anything else in the world. 
Whatever it was that had made her strike the politician, it was now the reason why she was having her hands pulled behind her back and handcuffs placed around her wrists. Kathryn was being arrested, just like her daughter had been arrested a month earlier. 
And just like her daughter before her, she was now on her way to see the inside of a prison cell. 



Harry
18:39
Harry Baxter was having a great day. 
It had started that morning when he had been able to forgo the usual school uniform that he was forced to wear and instead put on clothes of his own choice. After a morning of playing games in the classroom, he and his classmates had left their school in East London and boarded the train into the city centre, marshalled by several teachers who seemed to be struggling to keep them all together in one place. Once in Central London they had all clambered into one of the thirty-two capsules that made up the London Eye, where they had been treated to amazing views of the city from their high vantage point beside the Thames. 
As school days go, it was definitely one of the best ones Harry had ever experienced. But now it was over, although it seemed that there was still time for a little more entertainment before they boarded the train back to their school and made their way home. A large fight appeared to have broken out across the street between several police officers and a group of people all shouting and waving signs. Harry and the rest of his twelve-year-old classmates were obviously enthralled by all of this. 
“Look at that” Harry shouted to his best friend Mustaf, as he pointed to a man across the street who had pulled the helmet from a policeman’s head and thrown it into the road.
“Cool!” Mustaf exclaimed, as they watched the man running away down the street while being pursued by the angry policeman. 
“Okay everybody, keep moving, we need to catch our train” Harry’s teacher Miss Thompson shouted to the large group of children who had come to a standstill and were gawping at the chaos underway on the opposite side of the road. 
But she might as well have been talking to herself because there was no way that any of the schoolkids were going to move when there was so much action to watch. People were fighting. People were being chased. People were being arrested. 
Sorry Miss Thompson but none of them were going to miss this.
Harry and several of his classmates quickly took out their mobile phones and started to record the clash between the police and the protestors. Soon this footage would be on several social media sites because that’s what happened these days. Everyone had a camera phone and everything was recorded. Miss Thompson clearly had no tolerance for this and swiftly swept through the group demanding that phones be put away, leaving Harry and his classmates in no doubt that she must be really old. 
In reality she was only in her twenties, but to Harry and his mates, she might as well have been an ancient relic. They could never imagine being as old as she was because they were so young, and for them the days went by so slowly. It would be a long time until they had any measure of the responsibility that Miss Thompson and her teaching colleagues had today, as they attempted to shepherd sixty pupils through a crowded, chaotic city centre and back to the safety of their guardians’ homes. It was a thankless task and one so stressful that Harry couldn’t even begin to comprehend it as he continued to film on his mobile phone in spite of Miss Thompson’s instructions to the contrary. 
In fact the whole day had been awesome, and it had been unlike any other start to a school year that Harry could remember. After the joy of the six-week summer holidays had come to an abrupt end, the drudgery of another school year had beckoned for Harry and everyone else across the country who was under the age of sixteen. Usually the start of a school term was a dark time, filled with new timetables, new uniforms and new teachers to either hate or dread. But this time had been different. 
As Harry had reported back to his secondary school in the first week of September, he had been gladly reminded of the fact that his headmaster had come up with a novel way of welcoming the students back to classes. Just before the previous school year had ended in July, a letter had been sent to all the parents of the pupils, telling them that their children would be taken on a school trip to mark the beginning of the new term as a way to ease them back into school life again. 
Each school year would be going to see a different tourist attraction in London and Harry’s year had learnt that they would be visiting the London Eye. Harry had been happy about this because he considered it to be a lot more exciting than going to Buckingham Palace or the Houses of Parliament. 
Not only would the pupils get to spend time out of the classroom and in the much more exciting setting of the city, but they were also allowed to swap their usual school uniform in favour of clothes they were a lot more comfortable in. 
This had been the best part of it all for Harry as he absolutely hated his black and white school uniform, believing it made him and the rest of his classmates look like penguins. It had felt good to be able to get out of bed this morning and put on clothes that he actually wanted to wear, and he was now proudly walking around London wearing his favourite pair of jeans and his beloved West Ham jersey. Most football fans would have their favourite player’s name across the back of their shirts, but Harry had chosen to have his own surname on his jersey, above the number nine, which was the number that always signified the best attacking player for a team. 
Harry had always dreamt of playing up front for West Ham and whenever he got to wear this shirt, he always felt a little closer to realising that ambition. One day he even hoped to see other children wearing the ‘Baxter 9’ shirt but that was a dream that he kept to himself. Usually when he had told people about wanting to be a professional footballer they had laughed and said it wasn’t realistic and so he didn’t like to talk about it as much anymore. But the fire of ambition still burned brightly inside him and wearing this shirt today instead of his dull school uniform was enough to put him in a great mood. 
His best friend Mustaf had chosen to wear the football shirt of his own team, Arsenal, and although Harry hated that they supported different teams, that was the only thing about which they ever disagreed. They were best mates and did everything together. They sat next to each other in class, kicked a football around for hours in the park near their homes and stayed up late into the night playing video games whenever one of them was allowed to stay over at the other’s home. It was great to have a best friend and Harry always felt more confident when Mustaf was by his side. 
It was the complete opposite of how he felt when Stephanie was near him. 
Stephanie was a girl in Harry’s school year and for reasons he didn’t quite understand yet, he felt funny whenever she was around him. It hadn’t always been this way. When he had started at his school one year earlier and saw her on that first day, walking in the corridors that connected the pupils to all the different classrooms, she hadn’t seemed any different to any of the other girls there. 
Girls were annoying. Girls were stupid. And Stephanie was no different. 
But something had changed in the last few months and now when Harry saw her, he didn’t feel that familiar sense of irritation or boredom. Instead, his heart rate would escalate and a peculiar feeling would take hold of his stomach whenever she looked his way. For some reason he always felt more alive when she was around him and it scared him because he didn’t know why she had this kind of control over him. All he knew was that whenever she was near he was happy, and whenever she was gone, he found himself longing to see her again. 
Even now, as Harry stood on the busy street in London filming the protestors while surrounded by everyone else in his school year, he knew exactly where Stephanie was standing in this large crowd. She was behind him, to the left of where he stood, and he knew that because he had found himself in the habit of always checking where she was whenever he was near her. 
He wanted to know because not only did it make him feel good to see her but it also meant that he would know if she was watching him and then he would know if he needed to act cool so she would be impressed. If he ever saw Stephanie looking his way, then he would always stand up a little straighter and try to make himself look more grown up. He didn’t want to act like a kid when she was watching him. 
He wanted to act like somebody who might impress her. 
He still had absolutely no idea why he was doing any of this and it felt stupid, but he couldn’t help it. He didn’t care what he looked like in front of Mustaf, or his mum, or his teachers, or any of the other pupils in his class. But he cared what he looked like if he knew Stephanie was watching. 
It was very strange. 
If he were totally honest with himself, Harry would admit that Stephanie was also the reason why he had recently started applying hair gel to his mop of dark hair. Usually his hair was a fairly unkempt mess, sticking out at various angles and always a cause of frustration for his mum, who tried to comb it and flatten it out as much as possible whenever she could get near him. But as Harry had prepared to begin a new school year, and in the knowledge that Stephanie would again be coming back into his life after the long summer break, he had asked his mum for some hair gel. 
She had seemed amused by his sudden interest in his appearance but had been happy to help and had picked him up a tub of gel on one of her weekly visits to the supermarket. Harry had enjoyed experimenting with it, and now when his hair stuck up, it was because he had styled it to look that way and not just because he had slept on it at a funny angle during the night. He had returned to start this new school year with a thick layer of glistening gel on top of his head and while Mustaf and his other friends had all agreed that he looked cool, it was Stephanie’s opinion that he really wanted. But that was a difficult opinion to get. 
Because Harry had never spoken a single word to the girl. 
It was a frustrating situation, but Harry always felt so nervous whenever she was around him that he hadn’t yet plucked up the courage to say anything to her. He could talk all day to Mustaf about football or video games yet he was too scared to say even one single word to Stephanie. 
He had imagined himself walking back into school after the summer holidays, with all the confidence that his new hairstyle had given him, and asking her what she had been doing over the last six weeks. He wanted to hear her voice. He wanted to get to know her. And he wanted to tell her about himself too, hopefully impressing her with his tales of goals scored in the park or late nights when he stayed up until dawn playing games instead of sleeping. 
But as soon as he had returned to school and seen her again, he had frozen. The only thing that had remedied the twisting knot of fear in his stomach from the thought of talking to her had been to rush away in the opposite direction. 
This was a problem. Because if he couldn’t talk to her then he would never get to be her friend. And if he wasn’t her friend then he wouldn’t get to see her outside of school. And if he didn’t get to see her outside of school then she was never going to come to his birthday party next month.  
Harry was turning thirteen in October and he was planning a big party at his house to celebrate. It would be a Halloween themed party because he was born at the end of October and he liked fancy dress. He couldn’t wait for the party and had already told Mustaf and the rest of his friends from his football team about it. But the one person who he really wanted there was the one person he hadn’t told. 
Stephanie. 
He still had plenty of time to ask her before the party but the thought of speaking to her filled him with dread. He still felt nervous about it now, as Miss Thompson and the rest of the teachers eventually managed to get him and the other pupils to turn away from the protestors and head back towards the train station.
He could see Stephanie walking ahead of him, her long blonde hair running halfway down her back. She was wearing a white t-shirt and blue jeans and today had been the first time that Harry had seen her wearing something other than school uniform. She had always looked good in her uniform, not at all like a penguin like the rest of them. And she looked good today, just like he thought he did in his West Ham jersey. 
Stephanie was walking with her best friend, Alice, who had blonde hair just like Stephanie, but Harry didn’t get the same butterflies when he looked at her as he did when he saw her friend. He knew that Alice was Stephanie’s best friend because he always saw them together, just like he was always with Mustaf. Best friends went everywhere together and did everything together. That’s how it worked. 
As he watched the girls walk and joke together, Harry had an idea. He knew he was too nervous to talk to Stephanie and ask her to come to his party next month. But he wasn’t as nervous about talking to Alice. Maybe he could ask her to come to the party. Because if she said yes then that would mean she would tell Stephanie. If they really were best friends and did everything together then Alice coming to the party would mean that Stephanie would come with her too. 
Harry knew what he needed to do, even if he didn’t know the exact reason why he was doing it. It was because he was in love and while it was the best feeling in the world it was also the scariest. Because nothing else had ever made him feel so good and yet so bad all at the same time. 
Love. 
What a stupid feeling. 



Joanne
18:40
Joanne Bruce knew all about love. She was in the business of love. Love kept her busy and helped her pay the bills. Love kept her awake at night and was the cause of most of the stress in her life. Love was the reason why she did what she did. 
It was also the reason why she would probably end up in an early grave. 
Love was everywhere and she could never escape it. At least not until she retired, which at her current age was another thirty years away. Joanne was a wedding planner, so she was spending today, just like so many other days before it and so many days to come, in the presence of love. Another wedding was underway and, as usual, Joanne was having to try and keep the whole thing from spiralling out of control. 
This particular wedding day was for Andy Sharples and Beth Maguire, a couple in their thirties who were celebrating their big day in the presence of over one hundred of their closest family and friends. The venue was a modern hotel on the banks of the Thames, which offered breath-taking views of the river and the London skyline. The large function room had hosted the ceremony itself and was now the setting for an increasingly raucous reception.    
Joanne had been the resident wedding planner at this venue for two years now but the job never seemed to get any easier. She was just as nervous about this wedding as she had been about all of the others before it because she was acutely aware that no event was immune from disaster. She had to be on top of her game at all times to ensure each wedding went as smoothly as it was supposed to and the pressure of being the person responsible for that was understandably immense. Not only did she have to give the bride and groom the day they had always dreamed of, but she had to satisfy the multiple family members of the wedding party, many of whom had contributed to the substantial amount of money that it cost to hire out a venue such as this. 
There was a lot of money to be made in the wedding industry. But there was also a lot of money to be refunded if any of it went wrong on the big day. No matter how much Joanne was paid to plan a wedding, she knew it was nothing in comparison to the amount of money that her employers stood to lose if anything should go wrong on her watch. 
It took a lot of different talents to be able to run an event as large as this one and make the whole thing go off without a hitch. It took a lot of something else too. 
Caffeine. 
Joanne took a hearty gulp from the coffee cup in her left hand as her right hand pointed to where she wanted the waiter to put the bottle of champagne. As soon as he was dealt with then she was met with the sight of a bridesmaid rushing towards her, desperate to know where the box for the cards had disappeared to. Joanne calmly explained that the box had been moved to the large table where it was supposed to be for the evening reception and reassured the grateful bridesmaid that everything was under control. 
But it was as much a reminder to herself as it was to the bridesmaid. 
In reality, the wedding so far had gone as smoothly as planned. The ceremony had begun at 1pm and after the legalities had been taken care of, the guests had all left the hotel to have their photographs taken overlooking the river that flowed beside it. Thankfully, the weather had been good during the day and the rain had stayed away long enough for the couple to get the shots that they had their hearts set on. While that had been going on, Joanne had supervised the preparation of the room where the guests would enjoy their meal and speeches and the whole operation had gone like clockwork. 
The place settings had been perfect, the delivery of the food and drinks had been seamless, and by the time the last of the speeches had come to a conclusion, all the attendees were well fed, well inebriated and well placed to enjoy the evening part of the wedding.
Joanne knew that she had successfully navigated two of the most difficult parts of the whole day but there was no time to rest on her laurels because now the function room had to be turned around again to prepare for the evening reception, where another fifty-six guests would join those who had been here since the start. That meant ensuring even more food and drink would be available, as well as supervising the band as they set up on the stage in front of the windows, while making sure that all the decorations and table settings where moved to one side to make way for the dancing.  
The whole process of running a wedding was an ever-changing evolution of problems, solutions and compromises and while Joanne had experienced a lot in her career, she was aware that new problems could crop up at any moment that she had never been faced with before. 
It was definitely time for another coffee. 
She left the chaotic function room behind and entered the kitchen area, where several chefs where busy preparing a buffet and dozens of waiters and waitresses were frantically polishing cutlery and wine glasses. Joanne felt the heat from several of the ovens as she reached the coffee machine and poured herself another cup of stimulating liquid. 
“How is it out there?” asked Shaun, one of the chefs who somehow always found time to have a chat despite doing a million and one other things at the same time. 
“About as disorganised as in here” she replied, sipping her coffee and glancing down at the list of guest numbers that she had pulled from her back pocket. 
Shaun laughed as he carried a tray of sausage rolls towards the oven, dodging to avoid the swarm of fellow chefs all carrying similar trays of food.
“Just imagine when it’s your wedding day” Shaun shouted to her over the din of the noisy kitchen.
Joanne rolled her eyes. 
“If I ever get married then I’m doing it in a registry office. There’s no way I’m putting someone else through all this stress” she shouted back to him, and she was only half joking. 
As a wedding planner, she had seen exactly how much work went into a wedding and how much pressure was on the person in charge to get it all right. The thought of burdening some other poor soul with the anxiety of performing this role really was enough to make her never want to get married. Plus, if she were to have a big traditional wedding like this one, she would find it impossible to switch off and enjoy her day; she would know exactly what was going on behind the scenes and how easily every single part of the day could descend into disaster at the slightest bit of misfortune. 
Joanne often thought that running a wedding was like spinning several plates at once. Just as she managed to get one of them spinning perfectly then another would demand her attention and it was entirely possible that if she accidentally allowed one plate to go crashing to the floor, all the others might do the same thing. There was a reason why so few people stayed in this industry for their entire career. 
Eventually the stress levels just weren’t worth it anymore. 
That’s not to say that there weren’t any good things about being a wedding planner. Seeing an event come together as planned, and witnessing the smiling faces of the happy party as they celebrated the biggest day of their lives, did make much of the pressure worth it in the end. But still, it was a lot of stress to go through just for the reward of a brief moment of happiness at some point during the chaotic day. 
“You can’t just do it in a registry office” Shaun told her as he rushed back to his kitchen worktop and began hastily arranging another tray of baked goods. “I have a big family and they wouldn’t want to miss my wedding day.” 
Joanne smiled to herself as her eyes scanned the page that reminded her of the schedule for the evening’s events. Shaun was always joking about how he and Joanne would get married one day and finally get to enjoy a wedding instead of spending it working in the background at a hundred miles an hour. But it was just a joke. Joanne had no intention of marrying Shaun and Shaun had no intention of marrying her. It was just a topic of conversation that they used to help each other get through another stressful shift at the hotel. Lord knows they needed something to get them through it. There was only so much coffee they could drink after all. 
“That’s true” Joanne said, looking up from her piece of paper and smiling at one of the other chefs who was amused by the banter. “But until you put that ring on my finger then I can’t start planning the wedding, can I?”
Shaun slammed the oven door shut on another tray of sausage rolls, rolled up the white sleeves of his uniform and walked over to Joanne, where he dropped to one knee and pretended to propose to her. 
The other chefs all cheered as Joanne feigned delight at the impromptu proposal, prompting Shaun to leap back to his feet and give her a hug. 
She smiled as she hugged him back; even though the whole act had been in jest, it was moments like this that helped keep her sane during these painfully long shifts. From the start of her day at dawn before the guests arrived, to the end of it late in the evening when those same guests were drunkenly stumbling back to their hotel rooms, Joanne was always on her feet and always in a state of heightened alertness. Little things like Shaun’s proposal helped remind her that this was just a job and she was just a human being. She couldn’t do everything, and the world wouldn’t end if something went wrong. 
Although try telling that to a panicking bride. 
As Joanne finished her coffee and folded the piece of paper back into her pocket, she felt ready to leave the kitchen and face whatever new problems had sprung up on the other side of that door. Maybe the caterers were missing a tablecloth. Maybe the band were having issues with the sound system. Maybe the limit on the bar tab had been reached and nobody could find the bride or groom to ask them if they wanted to increase it anymore. 
But whatever it was, Joanne would handle it all in a calm and professional manner. Because that is how she had always operated and that is how she would continue to operate until she was no longer in this job. 
With the fresh hit of caffeine coursing through her body, she headed for the door and back into the large function room, where everything seemed to be under control. The tables were all covered. The band’s equipment was in place. And she could hear the buzz of chatter from the adjacent bar area where all the guests were currently enjoying their after-dinner drinks and waiting to be let loose on the dancefloor just as soon as Joanne gave them the go ahead. 
It was a brief moment of calm during a day that offered very little of it, and Joanne had learnt by now to enjoy these moments when they came. The peace could be shattered at any second. 
And just like that, it suddenly was. 
A champagne flute crashed to the floor. Somebody shouted out for help. Then several more items of glassware hit the ground and Joanne ran towards the other room to see what was going on. 
As she pulled open the door that separated the function room from the bar, she saw a pale-faced waiter holding an empty tray and standing over a pool of broken glass and red wine. The young man had obviously dropped the contents of his tray onto the floor and now everybody was standing and staring at him in silence. But it was just an accident and nothing that couldn’t be cleared up. Until Joanne saw the bride turn around to face her and then she realised why everybody had gone so quiet.
The bride’s exquisite and no doubt eye-wateringly expensive white dress was now sporting a large and rapidly-spreading pink stain, where the unfortunate waiter’s supply of red wine had splashed before falling to the floor. 
Joanne took a deep breath and enjoyed that last moment of calm. 
Then all hell broke loose. 



Hudson
18:41
Hudson Brown hadn’t planned on being a waiter at a posh wedding venue, any more than he had planned on spilling a whole tray of red wine down the dress of the poor bride. Like most things that had happened in his life, his current situation had transpired via a series of random events rather than through any specific calculations on his part. Still, that didn’t make it any easier as he stood in the centre of the room surrounded by stunned wedding guests, several of whom were now berating him for ruining the bride’s big day.
His profuse apologies went unheard above the angry voices, which soon increased in volume and intensity as the bride started to cry and ran from the room. He didn’t know what to do and he probably would have just stayed where he was in the middle of all this carnage if it hadn’t been for the woman who put her arm on his shoulder and told him to take a break outside. 
It was Joanne, the wedding planner, and the woman who had given him and his colleagues a pep talk only an hour earlier about how important it was for the service to be perfect. Hudson made his way sheepishly out of the crowded room, imagining that Joanne hadn’t expected one of the waiters to go and spill several glasses of red wine down the front of the bride only a short time after delivering her vital instructions. It had been an accident of course but even so, that clearly wasn’t going to be much consolation to the friends and family of the poor woman who now needed to find something else to wear other than her wedding dress on her wedding day. 
Hudson pulled off the black apron that had been fastened over his white shirt and threw it to the shelf behind the bar before leaving through a side door that he knew would take him out of the hotel. Once outside, he was greeted by a welcome hit of cool evening air, which provided instant relief from the heat of the function room. He noticed that the ground was wet from a recent shower and the sky was a lot darker than it had been earlier in the day when he had arrived for the start of his shift. But the sky wasn’t the only thing that had changed colour recently. The bride’s wedding dress had changed colour too and it was all because of Hudson and now he wondered if dropping a full tray of red wine glasses would be his last act as an employee at the hotel. 
He reached into the pocket of his black trousers and pulled out a packet of cigarettes, before putting one of them between his lips and quickly lighting it. Drawing deeply on the nicotine, Hudson tried to process how things had suddenly gone so wrong for him.  
It had all happened so fast. 
He had been carrying the tray of wine through the crowded room, being extra careful not to get too close to anyone who might accidentally knock it from his grasp. He had been doing a good job of it too and had successfully managed to give out several glasses to appreciative guests around the room. But it was as he was offering a fresh glass to one of the bridesmaids that he felt the balance of his tray shifting.
Initially, just one glass had fallen to the floor, but any hopes of that being the worst of it were quickly dashed when, seconds later, the other five glasses on his tray all ended up falling forwards and succumbing to gravity, just like the first one. But unlike the first one, which had fallen to the ground uninterrupted, the other five had splashed their contents out across the nearest person and unfortunately, that person had been the bride. 
Hudson knew he was in trouble as soon as he saw the red liquid hitting the poor woman’s pure white dress and it hadn’t taken the shouts of anger around him to tell him that he had just put a huge dampener on the whole day. 
Now he was outside, sucking in nicotine between mouthfuls of crisp London air, and wondering if he would even be allowed to set foot back inside the hotel to gather up his belongings before they fired him. He leant forward on the waist-high concrete wall and looked out across the waters of the Thames. He wished he could enjoy the fact that he was in London, instead of worrying about the mistake he had made a few minutes ago, but his enjoyment of this city was inextricably linked to his ability to retain employment long enough to fund his life here. 
He had arrived in the city a month ago, after flying over from the other side of the world in search of adventure and opportunity. He was from Adelaide, the coastal capital city of South Australia and, having harboured an ambition to spend time in London for most of his teenage years, just being here, looking out at the famous rooftop of St Paul’s Cathedral, felt like an achievement. But he was painfully aware that it wasn’t enough just to have made it here. 
He needed to survive here too and that meant earning money. 
His shifts as a hotel waiter had been a relatively convenient way of funding his new life in the UK but now it looked like he was going to have to find another job quickly or he would have no choice but to get back on that plane and fly home to Australia. That was not something he wanted to do but it would be his only choice if he was unable to sustain himself in one of the most expensive cities on the planet. 
Unlike many of his fellow countrymen who also travelled to England during their youth, Hudson was not able to rely on handouts from his parents to fund his expensive trip, so was funding the whole experience himself. His parents hadn’t been impressed when he had told them of his intentions to fly to London and spend a year living in the English capital, seeing the sights and earning a living before eventually returning and beginning the first phase of his ‘adult life.’ 
At just twenty-one, time was on his side, but you wouldn’t have thought so from the way his mother and father had reacted to his announcement. They had been disappointed that their son wasn’t going to begin working in Adelaide immediately after finishing university there, and they had voiced their displeasure at what they perceived to be a degree of laziness on their son’s part. Hudson had explained that laziness didn’t come into it; travelling might sound glamorous, but he would be working hard, learning to manage his own finances, developing his social skills and honing his independence. Not to mention gaining valuable life skills that would come from immersing himself in a different culture and potentially dealing with loneliness and boredom on long flights and in hostels where he didn’t immediately bond with his fellow travellers. 
His parents, though, had not been impressed at the prospect of him working menial jobs on the other side of the world, so had told him that he could go to England for a year if he wished to, but that they wouldn’t be giving him any money to help him out while he was over there. 
That hadn’t been a problem for Hudson, who had saved enough cash before his trip to last him until he found employment in London, but then again he hadn’t been planning on another random event messing up his plans just as soon as he had landed in the country. 
Initially, he had been thrilled at the prospect of being in a foreign land with an unpredictable twelve months ahead of him, but things had gone wrong almost as soon as the plane had touched down at the airport. 
First, he had discovered that there had been a mix up with his luggage and that his backpack wasn’t waiting for him on the carousel after his flight. After a long wait for his belongings, he had eventually been given the news that his bag hadn’t made it onto his flight at all, and that it would be a couple of days before it eventually joined him in London. As if that hadn’t been annoying enough, things had deteriorated when he had arrived at the hostel where he was due to spend his first week in the city, only to discover that there had been a double-booking and there wasn’t actually a bed available for him after all. With no belongings and no address, Hudson had spent much of his first night in London trying to find somewhere to sleep off his jetlag. But in the end, having been unable to find room at any of the cheap backpacker hostels in the centre, he had been left with no choice but to book himself into a hotel. 
That had taken a considerable bite out of his travel funds and from that point on, the city had continued to devour his money at an insatiable rate. The steep costs of food, drink and transport in the capital had all eaten away at his delicate bank balance and he had found himself needing to find a job a lot sooner than he had anticipated. He had figured the hospitality sector was his best bet for work, well aware that most Australians who spent time in England ended up working behind a bar at some point during their trip. But even that had proven to be a difficult obstacle to overcome and his pursuit of an easy-going job pulling pints in a fun and friendly atmosphere had been fruitless. 
Barely a week into his trip, he had already been stuck with the daunting prospect of having to phone his parents and ask them if they could top up his bank balance, even though they had already made it clear that they would do no such thing. Feeling pretty desperate, Hudson, who by now had abandoned all plans for sight-seeing and socialising in favour of relentless job-hunting, had finally wandered into a hotel that was advertising for bar staff to help out at events. 
Perhaps he had finally been granted a bit of good luck. 
Much to his enormous relief, the interview had been a success. The fact that he had lied about his hospitality experience and told the interviewer that he had spent time in Australia serving food and drinks to roomfuls of customers was a minor point. After all, surely it couldn’t be too difficult to pour a glass of wine and hand it to a customer on the other side of the bar. 
But then he had found out that he wouldn’t just be working on a bar and was instead expected to carry heavy trays of drinks and canapes around weddings and conferences. Pouring a drink was one thing but balancing a tray full of them was another thing entirely, so Hudson had spent the last fortnight anxiously doing his best to not drop anything. That was easier said than done when he carried his trays amongst a sea of drunken guests who were careless with their movements as he weaved amongst them. 
But he had managed it okay until tonight, when he had just tipped a whole tray of wine down the most important dress that a woman would ever wear. 
Now he was anxiously puffing on his cigarette and wondering if he would have a job to return to when he walked back inside. He was well aware how expendable he was, being just another foreign traveller passing through. There were plenty of other people like him in this city just waiting for a job to open up in the hospitality industry and he had probably just offered his to each of them on a metaphorical silver platter. 
Just like the real silver platter that he had dropped on the floor. 
He finished his cigarette and flicked the end of it into the river before turning back towards the hotel and making his way inside to learn his fate. As he went, he looked up at the tall building beside the hotel and saw a man standing at the window. He was bald and appeared to be in his late fifties and he was looking down at Hudson from his vantage point above. From the way he stood and the serious expression on his face, he reminded Hudson a little of his father back in Australia, but Hudson didn’t need any more reminders of his old man. He had come here to forget about him and be his own man. 
Which meant he needed to go back inside and face the music. 
But there was something about the man that Hudson couldn’t just ignore, so as he opened the door to the hotel and went to step back inside, he gave a little wave to the figure watching him from above. 



Carol
18:42
Carol Heath checked her watch again before looking back up at her husband, who was standing by the window. 
“Will you come and sit down, Steve” she said to him, but he didn’t turn around, nor did he come and sit down in the empty seat beside her. 
Carol hadn’t expected him to listen to her. He had been in a bad mood for most of the day and she knew why. He didn’t want to be here, and he thought the whole thing was a waste of time. In a way, Carol hoped that he was right but being here now was the only way that they would find out. Steve, however, was making his own feelings on the matter perfectly clear through his resolute stance by the window. Not only did he not want to be here, but he was irritated that Carol had badgered him into it. 
She sighed and looked at her watch again. If Steve wanted to ignore her now, then that was fine. The main thing was that he had listened to her when it had mattered most; when she had insisted just over a month ago that he get himself checked out by a doctor for the symptoms that he was displaying. 
She had pleaded with him to make an appointment with their GP ever since she had noticed him having difficulties with his balance, and though he had declared himself absolutely fine on several occasions, he had eventually relented. As a result of his consultation with the GP a couple of weeks ago, Steve and Carol now found themselves on the fifth floor of a reassuringly clean Central London health clinic, waiting patiently to be seen by one of the neurologists. 
Steve had persuaded his wife not to accompany him to his initial appointment with the GP, but there had been no convincing her not to attend this appointment once he had admitted that he had been referred to a specialist. Her husband had a habit of downplaying things, so Carol knew that the only way she would really get to hear the gravity or otherwise of what the specialist told him was if she was there in person. 
Being back in a place like this, with the names of the doctors on the wall and the smell of sterilised surfaces all around her, was enough to remind her of the scary episode earlier in the summer when she had been examined and undergone tests after finding a lump in her breast. Fortunately she had come through that experience with good news and she hoped that her husband’s experience would prove to be no different. But she was a natural born worrier, so until a medical expert had given Steve the all-clear, she would be in a constant state of anxiety.  
The same could not be said for her husband who continued to stand by the window with his hands in his pockets and a posture that told her he was finding this whole situation irritating and inconvenient. At this time on a Friday night, he would usually be opening his first can of lager in their kitchen after returning home from the last shift of the working week. After a homecooked meal and a couple more beers, he would head down to the local pub to meet up with three of his oldest friends and spend the night getting drunk on ale, before stumbling home and waking Carol up as he made his way loudly up the staircase to their bed. 
But this Friday was different. Instead of standing in their kitchen, enjoying a refreshing drink and toasting the start of the weekend, he was forced to be here, waiting to see a neurologist who would likely ask him all sorts of uncomfortable questions about the state of his health. 
As far as Steve was concerned, he was absolutely fine and the issues that Carol had picked up on were nothing to worry about. But that wasn’t how she saw it. She had noticed him dragging his feet a couple of times during walks together and the problem had become magnified during their recent holiday to Portugal. Whilst there, she had seen him catch his footing a number of times on the ground beneath him, the worst example of which had been when he had been carrying their daughter’s birthday cake by the pool of the villa that they were staying in. Steve had seemingly tripped over nothing at all and ended up sending the cake into the pool, and while the whole episode had been a great source of amusement to their grandson Jack, to Carol, it had been the final straw.  
She had confronted him later that day when they were alone in their bedroom, but while Steve had attempted to brush her worries off, she had insisted that he see a doctor. Thankfully he had done that when they had returned to the UK but any hopes that Carol’s mind would be put back to rest had been dashed when the letter notifying Steve of his appointment with the specialist had arrived, confirming the GP’s referral. 
She knew that a neurologist was someone who specialised in disorders of the nervous system, so the fact that their GP had been sufficiently concerned to send Steve to see one was enough to keep her awake at night, even if he could still sleep soundly. It seemed unfair that no sooner had she been given good news about her own health, she had found herself fretting about the health of her dear husband; the man whom she depended on to be there for her no matter what. 
For Carol, the only thing worse than there being something wrong with her health was if there turned out to be something wrong with the health of her loved one. Because battling a disease yourself was one thing but watching someone you cared about battling one was another thing altogether. But she had to stay positive and believe that there was going to be good news here, just like there had been for her back in that doctor’s office only a couple of months ago. 
“Mr Heath?”
Carol and Steve turned around and saw a bald, middle-aged man standing in the open doorway behind them. They both instantly made their way towards him and Carol was relieved to see that Steve was sticking to their agreement that he would let her sit in on his check-up today. If he had wanted her to wait outside then she would have had no choice but to do so, but he obviously knew that it was just as important for her to hear what the specialist had to say as it was for him to hear it himself. 
Carol and Steve entered the small room and the neurologist closed the door behind them before offering them a seat and taking his own behind a desk that was littered with medical documents. 
“Good afternoon, my name is Dr Jones. It’s nice to meet you both” the doctor said as he tidied up a few of the papers on his desk and sat forward in his seat ready to begin the consultation. “So Steve. I have the referral letter here from your GP. Why don’t you start by telling me what has been happening with you recently?” 
Steve fidgeted a little in his seat and waved his hand through the air as he began, which Carol recognised as his way of trying to brush over the whole thing and make all of this seem like a big fuss about nothing. 
“Well it was more my wife who noticed it rather than me” he said, looking at Carol, who kept her eye on her husband to make sure that he actually told the truth about what he had been experiencing. “There have been a couple of times over the last few months where I have perhaps stumbled a little and caught my footing” he continued.
“It’s been more than a couple of times” Carol interjected, switching her attention from her husband to the man behind the desk to see how invested he was in what he was being told. 
“When you say stumbled, do you mean you lost your balance, or did you trip over something?” Dr Jones asked, his eyes looking Steve up and down in that way that doctors have of analysing a patient just from the way they answer questions.  
“I wouldn’t say I lost my balance, more just that I caught my foot on the ground” Steve answered, and Dr Jones nodded. 
“And you say this has happened a few times recently” Dr Jones said, this time looking to Carol for confirmation. 
“Yes, I’d say I’ve noticed it at least half a dozen times over the past couple of months” she replied, and the doctor nodded again, without giving much else away. 
“Okay, let’s have a proper look at you, shall we?” Dr Jones said, rising up from his desk and gesturing for Steve to make his way over to the bed in the corner of the room. 
“Just pop your shoes and socks off and take a seat on the bed” the doctor ordered, and Carol watched from her seat by the desk as her husband did as he was told. 
She could tell that he was grumpy about the whole situation from the way he was moving but she hoped that her concerns would be alleviated in the next few moments and that they would be on their way home soon enough, where Steve would be free to go and join his friends at the pub for a few overdue drinks. 
Steve sat on the bed with his feet dangling off the edge as Dr Jones picked up a couple of medical instruments and prepared to make his checks. Firstly he used a small pointed object to poke at the skin around Steve’s toes and asked the patient if he could feel it. Steve confirmed that he could, and the doctor seemed happy. Then he used what looked like a toy hammer to hit Steve on the part of the leg just below the knee and Carol knew that he was testing her husband’s reflexes because she had seen exactly the same test performed on her children, Francesca and Ben, when they were young.  
Carol knew that the leg should kick out when struck by the object just below the knee and that is what Steve’s right leg did. Then she watched as the doctor hit the same spot in Steve’s left leg. But this time his leg didn’t move. The doctor tried again but still there was no movement. 
Steve was too busy looking at his leg to notice it, but Carol didn’t fail to spot the flash of concern that crept across the doctor’s face as he continued to try and stimulate a response from Steve’s left limb. 
“Shouldn’t it be moving?” Carol asked him, when it became clear that the doctor wasn’t going to say anything about it. 
“Not necessarily” Dr Jones replied.
He carefully put down the instrument and asked Steve to lie back on the bed and put his knees up. As soon as Steve was on his back, the doctor took hold of his left foot and told him to push it towards him. Steve did as he was told, and they quickly did the same test with the other foot. A few more tests like that one and suddenly the specialist was telling Steve that he could put his shoes and socks back on and take a seat back at the desk. 
Carol kept her eyes on the doctor’s face but if he was giving anything away then she wasn’t able to tell what it was. She smiled at her husband as he retook his seat beside her and they both looked to Dr Jones for what would hopefully be a simple explanation and an end to the worrying on her part. 
“Well I don’t see anything to be worried about in the physical examination so we will get you booked in for some more comprehensive tests” Dr Jones told Steve, and although he had clearly tried to make it sound like good news, they were both left with the distinct impression that rather than being the end of the process, this was only just the start.  
“What kind of tests?” Steve asked and Carol was surprised that she hadn’t had to ask the question on his behalf. 
“Nothing invasive. We will do an MRI to check the brain as well as simple blood tests to check for any vitamin deficiencies and that kind of thing. But I don’t expect to find anything in those results that will concern me, so after that if everything is okay after that, then you can just monitor the symptoms and see me again further down the line if they don’t resolve.” 
Steve shrugged and looked at his wife, as if to justify his assertion that there had been nothing to worry about in the first place. Carol smiled back at him and thanked the doctor as they said their goodbyes and left the office, but her mind hadn’t been put to rest in the same way that her husband’s obviously had. 
As Steve handed a form to the receptionist and waited to be booked in for his next round of tests, Carol looked around the waiting room and saw the other people sitting in their seats and passing the time until they were called into the office. She knew that, statistically speaking, not all of these people would leave this office with good news and that some of them were about to be given information that would change their lives forever. 
Carol had had a similar thought when she had been in the waiting room anticipating her own test results earlier in the year. While she had gone on to receive good news, she couldn’t help but feel guilty about all the other people in the clinic who had left that day with a sense of fear after a devastating diagnosis. 
That was why she found it difficult to allow herself to get too hopeful about her husband’s future as she stood by his side at the reception desk and watched Dr Jones call in his next patient. Because she knew that really it was only a matter of time until everybody in this room was given bad news one way or another. 
No one lives forever.
Everybody’s luck runs out in the end. 
And everybody here was just praying that today wouldn’t be that day. 



Simone 
18:43
Simone Leriche wondered if today was the day when her luck had run out. Everybody had always told her that she worked too hard. People were always telling her to slow down. Anyone who cared about her told her that she was going to put herself in an early grave. But she had always ignored them. 
It was only now, as she was lying on the floor of her busy restaurant’s kitchen clutching her chest and fighting for her life, that she realised that they had all been right. 
The pain was unlike anything she had experienced before. Sure, she had felt a few heart palpitations in the past. Yes, she had experienced tightness in her chest on several occasions prior to this. But this experience was a different one entirely. Because now it felt like someone had put their hands around her heart and was squeezing it as tightly as they could. 
That vital organ that beats away every day that nobody ever thinks about until suddenly it stops. Simone’s heart hadn’t stopped yet, but it felt like it was pretty close to doing so. And if the pain wasn’t enough to tell her that, then the desperate shouting of the chefs around her certainly was. 
“CALL AN AMBULANCE!”
“HELP!”
“GIVE HER SOME SPACE!”
“SIMONE, CAN YOU HEAR ME?”
The kitchen of a Michelin star restaurant was a fast-paced place at the best of times, but everything had increased in speed and volume the second that Simone had dropped her pan of pancetta, clutched her chest and fallen to the floor. Instead of working on the customer’s food orders, the chefs had all vacated their workstations and rushed to the aid of their boss, desperately trying to do what they could to save the woman’s life. 
Simone wanted to speak. She wanted to tell them she was alright. Most of all, she wanted to tell them to get back to work because they had several meals that they needed to get out and time was of the essence. But the only thing Simone found herself capable of doing was taking in short gasps of oxygen despite the stranglehold that somebody seemed to have on her chest. 
This wasn’t happening. 
Not now. 
Not on the busiest night of the week.   
She didn’t have time for whatever this was. A panic attack? Doubtful. It had been years since she had last had one of those and even then, it hadn’t felt anything like this. A stroke? Surely not. She was only forty-five and her healthy diet and active job meant that she had kept the weight off over the years. Or a heart attack? Hell, no. Those things didn’t happen to middle-aged woman. 
Did they? 
But then somebody said it. It sounded like Paul, her sous chef. He just said the words “Simone is having a heart attack” and even though she couldn’t see him she knew he was nearby because his voice was close. Who was he talking to? Another chef? The maitre-d’? A customer? 
Simone gasped as the pain in her heart gripped her again, squeezing her until she felt like she was going to pass out. But thankfully she remained conscious, so was still able to see and hear everything that was going on around her. 
There were more calls for the ambulance and her pastry chef Lisa was holding her hand and asking if she could hear her, but Simone still didn’t know what was really happening. 
A moment ago she had been standing at the grill, dealing with the pancetta whilst simultaneously checking on the progress of the Steak au Poivre that had been sizzling away nearby. The counter had been a flurry of activity, as waitresses dressed in pristine white uniforms with gold lapels buzzed back and forth between collecting and delivering meals. It had been hot, it had been hectic and it had been hard work. In other words it had been just like any other night working in the kitchen of a popular and prestigious restaurant in the heart of London. 
Simone hadn’t noticed anything different about herself as she had operated in her usual efficient and passionate way, masterfully pulling the strings in the chaotic kitchen whilst barking orders at the six other chefs and a ten-strong team of waiters and waitresses. Everything had been going as well as it could have been, although Simone was rarely satisfied with anything and refused to allow herself a moment of complacence until every single meal had been served and the kitchen had been declared closed. 
And even then, it still took a hell of a lot to make her smile. 
But all in all, it had been just another night in the engine room of Simone’s, the elegant French restaurant on the banks of the Thames, which was the proud owner of two Michelin stars and was widely considered to be one of the finest eating establishments in the world. As Simone lay on the floor fighting for her life, she could think of no reason why this should be happening to her now rather than on any of the preceding nights, which had been just as fast-paced and stressful as this one. 
That’s not to say that such an episode could be a considered a shock though. This wasn’t the first time Simone had found herself flat on her back, gasping for air and being tended to by a team of panicking employees in chef whites. As well as the panic attack that had come out of nowhere two years earlier, there had also been several warnings from doctors about things like high blood pressure and elevated heart rates. But Simone hadn’t had the time to concern herself with those things, not when she had a business to run. 
So what if she had high blood pressure? That was probably just an inevitable symptom of working in such a prominent position in the high-pressure, competitive world of the food industry. So what if her resting heart rate seemed a little fast for a woman her age? That was probably down to the fact that she didn’t know the meaning of the word rest, because taking it easy had not been part of the blueprint that had led to her becoming known as one of the world’s top chefs. She spent the whole day on her feet, saw sleep as an inconvenient necessity rather than a pleasure and refused to make a concession in her busy schedule until she had achieved all her goals. 
That meant she worked. 
Hard. 
It would have been weirder if her blood pressure hadn’t been high. And the high heart rate could easily be put down to all the cups of coffee and cans of energy drinks that fuelled her marathon shifts at the restaurant. One day she would retire and then her heart rate would return to a more normal level. She was still young. She had plenty of time on her side. 
But it didn’t feel like that right now. Now it felt like time was slipping away from her, along with everything else that she had spent so much time trying to control. 
Like the gourmet ingredients that she had painstakingly selected for her prestigious menu, which were now burning and spoiling on the hot kitchen counters. Like the army of talented chefs whom she had rigorously interviewed for positions within her establishment, but who had now downed their tools and were fussing over her health, instead of fussing over the customer’s requirements. And like the full restaurant of paying patrons, who had all spent several weeks on a waiting list just to be here tonight, only to find themselves going hungry and reaching for their mobile phones to write a bad review. 
There was no other way to spin it. This was a disaster. Simone’s whole career was at stake here and it wasn’t just her life that was flashing before her eyes as she battled to catch her breath on the kitchen floor. 
It was her death. 
But not in the mortal sense. Dying and leaving this planet, she could take. There’s nothing to worry about when you are dead, after all. But dying in the restaurant trade, now that was a truly terrifying thought. Simone had spent her whole life working her way to where she was now, and she had sacrificed almost everything else to get here. But unless she could get up off this floor and get back to work then her restaurant would suffer and she knew that not everybody would care about her and her failing health. 
Sure, the customers might be sympathetic when they found out the real reason why their meal never turned up at their table tonight. And sure, her fans would wish her well on social media, tweeting her their support and promising her their money and custom when she was back up and running again. But they weren’t the people who were critical to her career. She loved them all and was grateful for each and every single one of them but really she knew that they weren’t the people who made her who she was. 
They weren’t the people who could ruin who she was.
The opinion of her peers was the real reason why Simone was so afraid as she clung to life on the floor of the kitchen, while one colleague checked her pulse and another opened the back door to see if the ambulance was approaching. 
They were the reviewers who had awarded her the Michelin stars, that fabled rating system that classed and categorised the very best restaurants in the world. They were the culinary critics who dissected and divulged every single detail of her life’s work, possessing the kind of power that could make or break someone like her. And they were her rival chefs, all of them out there now in the world slaving away in their own kitchens, feverishly preparing their meals and subconsciously waiting for someone like Simone to fall off her perch so that they could take her place as one of the world’s greatest chefs.
For Simone, dying wasn’t the thing to fear right now. The really scary thing would be to lose her ability to work and run her restaurant. Because that would mean everything that she had done to get to this point had been for nothing. And that was just not a thought that she wanted to live with.
Her ascent to the very top of the restaurateur world had begun in the coastal city of La Rochelle, in the south-west of France. Brought up in a modest flat by two parents whose combined wages barely covered the cost of the most basic of foods had been an unlikely starting point for a young girl who would go on to have her very own restaurant, never mind be featured on numerous television shows that called upon her expertise and experience in the culinary world. 
But despite the lack of options in her family’s daily menu, she had found herself fascinated by food as she wandered the cobbled streets of her home city and gazed through the windows at the many bakeries, bistros and brassieres that were dotted around. By the time she left school she had one ambition in life; to become a top-class chef, filling venues with her reputation for being able to cook meals that people would die for. 
And so her journey into the world of food had began. 
She had learnt her trade as a commis chef, developing her knowledge and skills under the guidance of the type of culinary artists that she longed to be herself one day. She had progressed as a chef de partie, managing smaller sections of the kitchen and even having a modest input in developing the menu. And she had enjoyed her time as a sous chef, working as the deputy to the head chef and getting a taste for balancing her cooking skills with her people and man-management skills. 
After a whirlwind decade in various restaurants in France, Simone had eventually been given a position as chef de cuisine, in charge of her own kitchen in Paris and having the final say on every aspect of how it was run. It was there that her talents really began to shine. With full creative control over what her customers dined on, she showed a real flair for elegant yet simple recipes and it wasn’t long until she was attracting the attention of several influential critics, who visited her place of work to sample her food and report back to an avid audience of gastronomes. As her reputation in her home country grew, she piqued the interest of the producers of a reality television show who were looking for an outgoing and exuberant personality to be the figurehead of a series that would look for France’s next top chef. 
After becoming the star of that show, and aware of the opportunities such exposure would present to her, she decided to take her talents to London to fulfil her lifelong dream; opening her own restaurant with her name on the front of the menu, not just inside it. Simone’s had since gone on to become one of London’s premier dining experiences and her first Michelin star had been awarded four years after it opened its doors. A second had followed shortly after and suddenly Simone had been one star away from the holy grail of having three stars to her venue’s name. 
With the prospect of a third star on the horizon, Simone had doubled down on her workaholic lifestyle, going all out to obtain the illustrious award that would have put her name in the company of some of the most legendary chefs who had ever lived. But now that pursuit was on hold, perhaps temporarily, perhaps indefinitely.  
Simone was one of the best chefs in the world. 
But now she was fighting for her life. 
There was no point denying that she faced a tough battle when the paramedics rushed through the kitchen door with their medical packs full of life-saving equipment. None of these people were concerned about which reality show Simone had been on or how many Michelin stars she had. They were only concerned about reading her pulse and preparing the drugs that they were about to inject into her bloodstream in a bid to reduce her pain. 
As much as Simone liked to be on her feet and in control of a situation, she knew that this was one scenario where she would have to let someone else take the lead. Because if she tried to fight the pain and stress anymore then this restaurant wouldn’t just be the place where she lived out all of her dreams as a celebrity chef. It would also be the place where she took her last breath as a middle-aged woman who had sacrificed everything, only to end up in an early grave because of it. 



Scott
18:44
Scott Dauman ignored the twinkling lights from the fancy French restaurant called Simone’s. He ignored the chattering from the patrons sitting outside it as they enjoyed their meals and drank their expensive glasses of wine. He even ignored the chef that came running out from the restaurant’s front door and frantically tried to wave down the ambulance that was shattering the peace with its blaring siren. He ignored all of it because he didn’t have the mental capacity to take in anything whilst focusing on the simple action that he was undertaking right now. 
One foot in front of the other. 
Step by step. 
Slowly but surely...
He was walking. 
For everyone else who was currently running, cycling or strolling along this strip of concrete by the Thames, this was probably just a regular, if somewhat blustery and storm-threatened, Friday evening in one of the busiest cities in the world. But for Scott, this wasn’t just a leisurely stroll down by the river to celebrate the end of the working week. He wasn’t looking out for a good place to get a drink or enjoy a meal. He was barely even looking up at all. 
His head was down and his eyes were on his feet. He was willing himself to keep moving and so far, he was doing a good job of it. Yes, it was slow, and yes, it was tedious for him and the rest of the small party that was accompanying him, but the sense of pride and accomplishment that they were all feeling more than made up for the lack of pace. 
For Scott, this wasn’t just any old Friday. This was the Friday that marked the one-year anniversary of the bicycle accident that had almost claimed his life. 
“That’s it buddy, keep going.” 
They were the words of Al, the personal trainer who had been in charge of Scott’s progress ever since he had been left needing serious rehabilitation after the incident that had robbed him of his mobility twelve months ago. The muscle-bound personal trainer had a hand on Scott’s right arm and was there for support in the event that Scott lost his balance or stamina and toppled to the floor. But so far the only requirement of Al had been to repeat several of the positive affirmations that had been a big part of Scott’s rehab during all the hours that they had spent together in the hospital over the last year. 
“Take your time pal. No rush.” 
“There we go mate, now you’re moving.” 
“One small step for man. One giant leap for big Scotty Dauman.” 
The words of encouragement kept coming from Al and they were vital to the man currently forcing himself along the footpath, while the strangers around him passed by with ease. 
When the positive words became too corny, Scott would stop and laugh and that would tel Al to give the affirmations a rest for a minute or two. 
Those moments of silence allowed Scott’s other companion to say a few words and, while she didn’t say as much as the personal trainer, her presence was just as vital.
Jenny Dauman was Scott’s wife of eight years and the woman who had taken care of her husband over the past year when each of his sessions with Al had come to an end. The couple had been married on a frosty but clear day in the Scottish countryside, in the scenic part of the world where Jenny had been raised, and the vows she had delivered that day had definitely been put into practice ever since the accident. 
“In sickness and in health” was just one of the many lines that a bride and groom would say to each other during their wedding ceremony and while Jenny had meant every part of it as she had spoken the words, she had no idea that they would be so relevant to their marriage so soon. 
Usually when couples say those vows, they imagine themselves enjoying decades of good health and good fortune together until the inevitable decline occurs in their twilight years. But sometimes those vows are called into question much sooner than that, which is what had happened to the Daumans. 
Jenny kept a gentle but supportive grip on her husband’s hand as he continued willing his body along the footpath and it was a far cry from how the couple had appeared in public only a year earlier. Back then, Scott had been an athletic man who walked into any situation with confidence and ease, particularly when his beautiful wife was on his arm. Both in their late thirties, the couple were known for their good looks, active lifestyles and positive outlook on anything that life sent their way. They ran marathons together, they cooked delicious and healthy meals together and they even went nightclubbing together, even though the rest of their friends had given up on that pursuit a long time ago. 
As a couple they never let anything get in their way. But then it was easy to be positive and energetic when things were going well. 
Just like everything else in life, the true test would come when things went wrong. 
Scott had always thought the worst part about marriage would have been the kilt that he had been made to wear on his wedding day in the Scottish Highlands. He had spent the whole day trying to stop the breeze from lifting up his tartan garment and revealing his modesty to the hundreds of guests who had gathered to celebrate the happy union. But in all seriousness, that had been the easy part. The worst part of marriage by far had been seeing the look on his wife’s face when she rushed into the hospital room where he had been taken after suffering the fall a year ago. 
It had been a normal weekday evening when the lives of the Daumans had changed in an instant. Scott had just finished another day in the offices of the architectural design firm that he worked for in Central London and had been making his way back to his home in Plumstead by his usual mode of transport. 
His trusty carbon fibre road bike. 
Scott regularly made the commute to and from his office on the two wheels of his expensive but speedy bicycle and, unlike most people who journeyed to and from the office on a daily basis, he had found his commute to be one of the most enjoyable parts of his day. While most people in London finished work and crammed themselves into overcrowded train carriages, Scott whizzed along the Thames on his trusty bike, raising his heart rate in a much healthier way than the stressed and angry city-dwellers on the tube. Cycling was definitely his favourite way to travel and even though he kept himself in good shape through a variety of exercise, it was also his favourite means of keeping fit. 
The journey from his office in the city centre to his two-bedroom home in the Borough of Greenwich could be completed by bike in just over an hour if he took the quickest route. But Scott never took the quickest route because that wasn’t challenging enough. Instead of cutting through the concrete jungle of the towns and suburbs to the south of the city, he would always choose a longer but far more scenic route along the Thames, which snaked all the way through the reduced congestion zone in London and afforded him the opportunity to really push himself. 
From above, the River Thames could look like the craziest racetrack ever made, with its myriad of curves combined with its long straights, and in Scott’s mind it was a racetrack. He didn’t just choose the longer ride home because he wanted to enjoy more time outdoors or improve his fitness with a bigger excursion. He also chose it because it offered him the best chance to get his bike up to a higher speed than he could have achieved on the roads and alleyways a little further from the river. 
Scott was by no means reckless but he definitely had a penchant for speed and the lightweight frame of his bike combined with his high level of physical fitness meant that he often found himself zooming past the river a little faster than he should have done. He always wore a helmet and he had an extremely strong set of brakes, so there had never been any worries in his mind about what would happen if he were to ever find himself needing to come to a sudden stop during one of his journeys along the waterway. 
But in the end, his helmet and those brakes had been of little use on the day he had eventually been required to put them to the test. 
While cycling home exactly one year ago to the day, Scott had pedalled himself into a comfortable rhythm astride his bicycle and had just glanced to his left to enjoy the view of the river when he saw a flash of white in his peripheral vision. Turning back to the cycle path in front of him, he had seen another cyclist coming straight towards him, seemingly from out of nowhere, but by then it had already been too late. The two bikes collided and sent both their riders speeding towards the concrete ground below. 
While the other cyclist had been back on his feet within seconds, winded but otherwise uninjured, Scott had remained motionless on the hard floor until the paramedics had arrived a short time later. Both bicycles were damaged and unlikely to be ridden again, but the damage to the owner of the crumped carbon fibre bicycle was a lot worse. 
Although Scott had been wearing a helmet at the time of the crash, the huge impact with the other rider had knocked it from his head, so when he fell and made contact with the ground, his skull had not been protected from the force. The broken arm and cracked rib that Scott had suffered in the collision would heal quickly over time. 
But the effects of the blunt-force trauma from his head hitting the concrete would require a lot more recovery and rehabilitation. 
Scott had suffered serious brain damage in the accident and the consequences of his injuries meant that it was highly likely that his cycling days were over. But of much more concern to him and to his loved ones was that the doctors advised them that his walking days may be over too. 
“Take your time, no rush” Al said to Scott as he kept a firm grip on the shaking man beside him. 
Every part of Scott’s body was telling him to quit. Every single muscle screamed at him to give up and rest. Every pain receptor that fired signals to his brain was a sign that he wasn’t supposed to be doing this. But Scott fought through it all and ignored what his body was telling him to do. 
Because he was walking. 
Only a year after the doctors had told him that he might never take another step again and he was walking. Yes, it was difficult. Yes, it was slow. And yes, he was completely exhausted. But he was on his feet and he was moving, so as far as Scott was concerned, this was a victory. 
As soon as Scott had begun his rehab, he had had one goal in his mind. He wanted to return to the scene of his accident on its twelve-month anniversary and walk along the footpath in the exact same spot where he had been robbed of so many of his faculties just a short time ago. 
Now that spot was ahead of him and he recognised certain characteristics of the scenery as he approached it. The grey railings that formed the barrier between the path and the water. The yellow and green barge that was always docked in this part of the river. And the painted symbols on the concrete that told everyone where the footpath ended and the cycle lane began. 
Scott had done a good job of fighting the pain so far on his walk today but there was no fighting the tears that began to flow down his cheeks as he reached the point on the path where his life had changed so suddenly. 
He heard the shouting from Al beside him who was fist pumping the air and calling Scott the strongest man in London. He heard the applause from the people who had been following them, which included Scott’s parents, a local journalist and even the man who had been involved in the crash with Scott on that fateful day. And he heard the sound of his wife’s voice in his ear as she hugged him tightly and told him how proud she was of her brave husband who had refused to give up in his hospital bed. 
While Scott still found speech difficult, and his body was only seconds away from needing to be lowered into a wheelchair, he found the strength to raise his hands above his head as he let out a passionate cry of defiance to the sky above, which was his way of letting the gods know that Scott Dauman would never be beaten. 
Not by an accident. 
Not by medical opinion. 
And certainly not by life.



Will
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Will Robertson had always wondered what it would be like to see London from the water. Although he was now denied that chance due to the loss of his eyesight, he still felt that being on the famous river that was almost a tourist destination in itself was an entirely pleasurable experience. 
He was on board a river boat that was taking him and dozens of tourists and commuters along the Thames and it was certainly a unique way to get around the capital. There were no traffic jams here, only the motion of the vessel as it cut through the water on its way to the eastern part of the city. There were no crowds of people rushing and pushing on the pavements either, just a peaceful atmosphere as the passengers sat and watched the landscape gliding by. And there was definitely none of the stress and panic that might have come with being delayed by traffic or faulty tube trains, instead just a calm sense that out here on the water, everything was going to be just fine. 
It had been Will’s manager, Andrew Ayata, who had suggested they make the trip from the studio in West London to the performance venue tonight in Greenwich by boat and Will was certainly glad that he had. This was a hell of a way to get around the city and the passenger beside Will seemed to think so too. 
“This is so cool” Chantelle exclaimed as she held her mobile phone up to the window and snapped another photo of the passing landmarks outside. 
“She doesn’t get out much” Will said with a grin, as Chantelle reacted to his comment by dealing him a playful punch to the arm. Will recognised the laughter from his manager sitting in the seat opposite him and felt happy to have found an opportunity for humour in his day. 
For Will, there was no need to press his face to the window like the excited child behind him. Neither was there any need for him to take multiple photos of the view on his camera phone like Chantelle was doing. He couldn’t see any of the things going on around him and he most probably never would. He was still getting used to being blind and, while every day was an opportunity to find better ways of coping with his new reality, he was regularly met with situations that made him feel overwhelmed and afraid. 
It was hard for Will to process the conflicting emotions that were running through his body on a daily basis. There was the excitement he felt about his music career soaring from one new height to the next. There was the despair he felt about performing for audiences in venues that he couldn’t see and appreciate. There were the nerves that accompanied him as he went about building his career, often at their worst when he was making a live television appearance. There was the fear he felt about being trapped in a permanent state of darkness, with only the sounds of the people around him to reassure him that he was still a part of the world and not just trapped in some never-ending abyss. And lastly there was the hope he felt. The hope that one day his vision would return, just as randomly and as spontaneously as it had been taken from him. The hope that he would be able to look out and admire the view as he passed through scenic places and appreciate the historic venues that he was performing in around the globe. And most of all, the hope that he would one day be able to see the face of Chantelle again, the woman who had been his best friend since childhood and who was now his girlfriend. 
Will’s battle with Giant Cell Arteritis had been completely unexpected but his new relationship with Chantelle had almost been as much of a shock. While he had developed strong feelings for the young woman he had grown up with, he had never dared to make them known to her, for fear of pushing her away and ruining the special bond that they already shared. He had doubted that she felt the same way about him and those thoughts had been magnified when he had gone blind and been left in need of constant help just to be able to go about his daily routine. 
But it transpired that Chantelle had been feeling exactly the same as him and she had said as much as they were walking through Central Park in New York City on a warm summer’s day one month earlier. After Will had performed his Number 1 single Demon In The Dark to a large American television audience, he and his best friend had headed out into the city to soak up the atmosphere and adrenaline that came with being in the heart of the famous Big Apple. 
Will had felt the wind rushing through his hair as they had travelled by boat to Liberty Island, where Chantelle had described the iconic Statue of Liberty to him in minute detail. He had felt the surge of people around him as they stood in the middle of Times Square and Chantelle had described all the different images and advertisements that were flashing up on the huge LED screens above them. And he had felt the shaking from the horse-drawn carriage that had taken them through the famous park in the city, hearing the trotting of the animal’s hooves alongside the sound of Chantelle’s voice, as she excitedly told him that she was having the best time of her life. 
It had been shortly after they had climbed down from the carriage in the park that Chantelle had confessed that she was in love with him. 
Despite his devastating diagnosis, there had been a lot of happy moments during the past few months for Will. There had been the sheer joy he had felt when he had heard that Mr Ayata, one of the biggest music moguls in the world, had wanted to sign him to his record label after seeing the video of him performing in the Underground. There had been the crazy wave of euphoria that had come as he had made his way off stage after performing to 10,000 people at an open-air concert in Hyde Park. And there had been the pride he had felt after hearing that his first single had gone to number one in so many different countries around the world because millions of people had listened to his song about blindness and recognised their own hopes and fears within its lyrics. 
But none of those moments of happiness had compared to the ecstasy he had experienced the moment after Chantelle had finished telling him how she felt that day in Central Park. Because while he dreamt of being the biggest music star in the world, and he dreamt of his precious eyesight eventually returning to him one day, his biggest dream of all had been to hear the woman whom he loved tell him that she loved him right back. 
Now it was official. 
They were a couple.
But that didn’t mean he couldn’t tease his new girlfriend about her habits. That was part of what being a boyfriend was about after all. 
“Can you put that phone away, it sounds like I’m on the red carpet again” Will said, referring to the dozens of loud camera clicks that were coming from Chantelle’s mobile as she snapped several more photos beside him. 
Andrew laughed again but Chantelle wasn’t deterred. 
“You stick to the singing, I’ll stick to the documenting” she said, still clicking away on her device. 
“Andrew help me out here, is the view really that good?” Will asked his manager. 
“It is good but I’m not sure it warrants quite so many photos” he replied, and Will smiled, enjoying the fact that he was roping in somebody else in his latest efforts to tease his new partner. 
“You’ve got over a million followers on Instagram, they need to see what you are up to” Chantelle told him, referring to the social media account that she had set up for him earlier in the year, which had really taken off after he had been spotted performing by an American film actress in June. 
“That’s true, but do they really need to see a hundred photos of the Thames?” Will quipped back and Andrew’s booming laughter filled the interior of the cabin. 
“We need to get another female in this team, I’m outnumbered” Chantelle said, and Will smiled again, which was something that he had been doing a lot since returning from New York. 
“My mum is meeting us there” he reminded her, which was also a pleasant reminder to himself that he would soon be in the grip of another one of her famous bear hugs. 
Even though she was half his size she still always seemed to be able to overpower him with her displays of affection and he was sure that today would be no different. His mother Ruth had been overjoyed when he had told her that he and Chantelle were now officially an item and she had proclaimed almost immediately that she had always known that they would end up together. What had surprised her, she said, was that it had taken them as long as it had. He had pointed out that they were still only teenagers but she had been just as quick to remind him that, even so, they had been a big part of each other’s lives for a long time. She even claimed to have noticed the first spark between them as small children, when they had become neighbours all those years ago. 
Will didn’t know if his mother had really spent most of his youth waiting for him to get together with the girl next door but what he did know was that now that he had, she had developed a tendency to be amusingly excitable around them both. She would be meeting up with them as soon as this boat arrived at its destination further along the river and, while Will didn’t know exactly how far away they were from that point, the butterflies in his stomach were a sign that he was getting closer by the minute. 
For Will, this journey was so much more than just a simple boat ride down the Thames. It was the path to fulfilling one of the biggest and most ambitious dreams on which he had ever dared to set his sights.  
Ever since Will had fallen in love with music, he had fantasised about one day being able to perform at the 02 Arena. That dome shaped venue in Greenwich, on the banks of the river that carved a path through London, had been the one place where Will had most wanted to perform. He had visited the arena on several occasions in the past and witnessed some truly memorable performances from some of the world’s biggest stars and the thought of putting his name up there alongside the greats was a tantalising and addictive one. 
The O2 Arena itself didn’t have the history of Madison Square Garden or the prestige of the Royal Albert Hall but in Will’s mind, as well as in the minds of the modern music-loving audience, it was just as illustrious a venue at which to perform. Through all the practices and performances that Will had been through, both before he had been discovered and since, he had always kept in mind his lofty goal of being the headline act at the arena by the water in his home city of London. 
Now that goal was only hours away from being realised. At 8pm this evening he would be led out onto the stage that he had visualised himself being on so many times before, and he would perform his songs to a sold-out room that held 20,000 people. It would be by far the biggest crowd he had ever performed in front of, double the audience size that had witnessed him singing that day in Hyde Park earlier in the summer. As such, his nerves were jangling and his heart rate was increasing with every motion from the boat.
But before he could disembark the boat with his girlfriend and his manager, and before he could be hugged by his mother and led into his backstage dressing room, he felt a slight tug on his left hand and heard the voice of a young boy speaking beside him. 
“Excuse me, are you Will Robertson?” the boy enquired, and Will looked in the direction of the voice as he prepared to answer. 
“Yes, I am” he replied. 
“Oh my god, mum it’s him” the boy said, pulling on Will’s hand.
Will wasn’t sure if the rocking motion he could feel was the waves beneath the boat or all the jumping from the little person beside him. 
“Yes I know it is, dear. But I’m sure he doesn’t want to be bothered right now.” 
Will guessed the female voice belonged to the boy’s mother and he smiled to show that he wasn’t being bothered at all. 
“It’s fine, what’s your name?” Will asked the little boy.
“Rupert” the boy replied.
“That’s a lovely name” Chantelle exclaimed. “Like the bear in the children’s books.” 
“No, not like the bear” Rupert replied sternly.
“I’m sorry, he doesn’t like the bear” his mother told them, and Chantelle apologised quickly, making Will smile as he imagined his girlfriend’s apologetic face. 
“It’s nice to meet you, Rupert” Will said. “Are you coming to the show tonight?”
“No. But can I have your autograph please?” Rupert asked, and Will replied that he could. 
Chantelle helped put the paper and pen in Will’s hand and he scribbled his signature down onto it. 
“Thank you” Rupert said as Will handed the paper back to him.  
“I bet all your friends will be jealous of you now” Chantelle said, trying to worm her way back into Rupert’s good books after her earlier gaffe about his name. 
“It isn’t for me” Rupert replied matter-of-factly. “It’s for my sister. She can’t see anything either but I can still give it to her and tell her what it says.”
Will was struck by the boy’s kind act for his sibling and suddenly had an idea about how he could make Rupert’s sister’s evening even better than it was already going to be when her brother told her about the signature. 
“Andrew, do you think there’s any way...”
But Andrew already knew what his client was going to say. 
“Rupert, how would you and your sister like backstage passes to the show this evening?” And your mother of course.” 
As Rupert’s overwhelmed mother thanked them all for their generosity and Rupert excitedly used her phone to tell his sister the good news, Will felt the boat slowing down. 
They must have finally reached their destination. 
He was here. 
The 02 Arena in London. 
His biggest dream was about to come true. 
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Valentin Morozov was in the process of living out his own dreams. His fascination with death and serial killers had fuelled his own desires to end somebody else’s life and once he had experienced the post-kill buzz, he craved more of the same. Now, he was fulfilling that desire, and the feeling of adrenaline coursing through his body was unlike anything he had ever felt before. 
He was on the balcony of his penthouse apartment in the affluent Borough of Greenwich, sipping a glass of red wine and looking out at a riverboat that was sailing past on the murky waters of the Thames. Across the water he could see the high-rise buildings of Canary Wharf, the place where he earnt his living doing the kind of highly-paid work that had allowed him to buy this property and enjoy such a view. But his mind wasn’t on the different sights of London that he could see from here. Instead, his mind was on the woman in his apartment behind him who was lying in his walk-in shower as her blood trickled down his plughole. 
Valentin finished his glass of wine and stepped back through the sliding French doors that separated his plush lounge area from the tiled balcony outside. As he moved across the Persian rug on the floor in front of his 60” flatscreen TV, he thought about what he would do next. At that moment, there were two options crossing his mind. One of them was to deal with the dead body in his bathroom. The other was to pour himself another glass of wine and enjoy the feeling of what he had just done a little more. 
In the end it was an easy decision. 
He walked into the kitchen and went straight for the open bottle of Chateau that was sitting on the marble worktop. As he poured its rich red contents into a sparklingly clear glass, he savoured the feeling that came with the knowledge that he had just ended a second person’s life. His first kill had been Olivia, the young auburn-haired woman who he had seen enough times during his commute into the office to pick out as a worthy first target. He had strangled her in her very own apartment after following her home one evening earlier in the summer and the thrill he experienced had been enough to confirm that this was a deed to be repeated on a more regular basis. 
Now he had just claimed the life of his second victim but the difference between each of the deaths couldn’t have been starker. Whereas he had been inexperienced and over-eager when he had killed Olivia, he had exercised much more caution and control with this next kill. Now he was reaping his reward because instead of rushing away from the scene of the crime like he had done when he had left Olivia’s apartment, he was now standing in his own kitchen, enjoying a relaxing glass of wine. 
As the smooth red liquid slid down his throat, he felt sorry for those people who would never have the opportunity to sample such a fine and exquisite drink as this one. A bottle of this wine would set the buyer back over £2,700 and so it was definitely out of the price range of most of the working population, let alone the unemployed. But its purchase had been a mere drop in the ocean for Valentin and he had three more bottles of the stuff sitting in the wine rack behind him to prove it. 
He also felt sorry for all the people in the world who would never know the satisfaction and euphoria that came when you ended the life of another human being. It was a feeling like no other. Literally having somebody else’s life in your hands and having the choice to end it or leave it to flourish was an intoxicating sensation and it was just a shame that so many people would never experience it. Too many people were afraid to act out on their basic human instincts. Even more people were too afraid of the strict laws of the land that decreed that anybody convicted of killing another human being would be sentenced to spend the rest of their life behind bars. And beyond that, the rest of the population resisted any thoughts of murder because they worried about the feelings of guilt, shame and remorse that could follow an act of violence and linger thereafter. 
But Valentin had no problem acting on his basic human instincts. It was survival of the fittest and he was clearly higher on the food chain than his first two victims had been. Nor was he afraid of the law and any rules that were made to stop people like him doing what he had just done. He didn’t fear prison or being held accountable for his actions. 
He feared never fulfilling his true potential. 
That was definitely a scarier thought than a prison cell. And most of all he definitely wasn’t worried about any feelings of guilt, shame or remorse. 
So far, there had only been feelings of excitement, power and a deep desire to experience more of the same. 
Murder wasn’t for everybody, which was why not everybody did it. Those people who would never take another person’s life would be content with watching true crime documentaries or police procedural television shows, where the crimes stayed on screen and never came into the comfort of their own homes. But people like Valentin could never just be simple bystanders, letting other people have all the fun. They had to experience it for themselves. They had to draw blood or wrap their hands around a throat until the body stopped resisting. And they didn’t want to watch other people being hunted by the police. They wanted that feeling of risk themselves. They wanted to make their own stories so that maybe one day, there would be a TV show about their crimes that all the frightened do-gooders of the world could watch from the comfort of their sofas, living vicariously through those with more courage than they would ever have.
Valentin placed his wine glass back onto the counter and took a moment to appreciate how quiet it was in his apartment. The classical music that had been playing from his speaker system had just stopped, reminding him that he needed to add more songs to his playlist if he wanted it to last longer into the night. But for now, Valentin savoured the silence. If somebody were to walk in at this moment, they would never guess that he wasn’t the only person in here.
They would never guess that there was a body lying in his shower. 
His second victim was the homeless woman whom he had noticed sitting outside Canary Wharf DLR station as he had gone to and from the office over the last few weeks. The woman was always there, sitting on a blanket and shaking her tin cup, trying to get one of the wealthy and overworked business bodies who passed her to stop and hand over some of their hard-earned cash. Valentin had always walked straight past, irritated at the sight of her and the fact that she seemed to think that the world owed her something. He knew that wasn’t true. The world didn’t owe anybody anything. You only get back what you put in and, while Valentin had put in a lot of work to get to his penthouse apartment in a wealthy part of London, the homeless woman clearly had put nothing into her own existence. 
Valentin didn’t care for sob stories or tales of bad luck. He had no time for laziness or a passive approach to life. He only cared about what he was doing to improve himself and he assumed everybody else was too busy doing the same thing to even bother him. But the sight of the woman shaking her cup and asking strangers for money bothered him and it had done so to the point where he had eventually decided that she would be his next victim. 
While his reason for killing Olivia had been because she seemed pretentious, vain and unimportant, his reasons for killing the homeless woman would be because she reminded him of the other side of the coin of life. On one side was action and self-discipline and that was the side that Valentin considered himself to be on. On the flip side was complacency and laziness and that was the side that he considered the homeless woman to be on. His side led to riches and respect, which were just rewards for exercising those levels of action and discipline. Her side led to poverty and contempt and, likewise, was nothing less than she deserved for her lack of work and grit. 
He didn’t know what had caused this woman to be sitting on the floor beneath all the multi-million pound skyscrapers of London’s financial district, just like she didn’t know what had caused him to be sitting at the top of one of those towers and making the people who owned them even richer. All he knew was that her presence was a stain on his world so, just like Olivia, she had to go. 
The only question was how. 
After giving it some thought, Valentin had realised that it would be extremely easy to get the woman to come back to his apartment. Unlike someone like Olivia, who had places to go and people to see, this woman had none of that. She wasn’t always on her phone telling people who she was with and where she was going, because she didn’t have a phone. She was just a nameless face in the crowd and Valentin knew that he could take advantage of that when it came to where he chose to end her life. He decided that he would stop by on his way home and give her some money. But then he would offer her the opportunity to make more money if she would come back to his apartment with him. Of course, she could have said no but he had suspected that the chance to make easy cash would be enough to entice her and he had been right. 
If this had been a woman like Olivia then he would never have done such a thing because he would have been wary of her texting her friends and telling them where she was going, but he didn’t have to worry about that with this woman. She only had the clothes on her back, the blanket under her arm and the tin cup in her hand, and there was no way she could tell anybody where she was going even if she wanted to. 
Once back at his apartment, Valentin had told the woman that he was willing to pay her £1,000 if she would spend the night with him. The woman had agreed, and so Valentin had asked her to take a shower while he poured them a glass of wine. This was a similar course of action that he took whenever he paid an escort to visit his apartment, except this time there would be no payment and the shower would be as far as the poor woman would get. 
As Valentin heard the water pouring from the rainfall shower heads in his luxurious bathroom, he had opened the door, marched towards the woman under the jet of hot water and hacked at her body with the large carving knife that he had taken from his kitchen drawer. 
The water running down the plughole had quickly turned red and the life of the woman in his shower had ended just as fast. She would never receive the money he had promised her, just like she would never receive any more money from the workers of Canary Wharf whom she had begged in front of each day. She was dead and her lifeless body belonged to Valentin now. Nobody would miss her. Nobody would look for her. 
Nobody would even know that she was dead.
As Valentin selected another playlist that would fill his apartment with music again, he thought about how his life had changed so much over the course of the summer. At the start of it he had found himself feeling lost and hopeless, a rich businessman with seemingly no other purpose than to make money, even though he already had more than he could ever hope to spend. But so much had happened since then. 
He had discovered his passion for murder and had reignited the flame in his soul that had been so close to burning out. First with Olivia, and now with the homeless woman, he had found something he enjoyed doing and perhaps something that he could be remembered for other than being just another Canary Wharf clone. He had also learnt some new and interesting facts about his parents, the people who had brought him into this world and the same people he had been so quick to leave behind when he thought they had nothing more to offer him. 
After the death of his parents in a car accident in his native Russia, he had been required to travel to Moscow to meet with the family lawyer who would discuss the terms of their will with him. He had made the long journey from London last month, even though he hadn’t expected the details of the will would amount to much. But upon arrival, he had been surprised to see that it wasn’t a lawyer that he was meeting at all. 
He had actually been taken into the offices of a secret service agency where a stern Moscow man had informed him that his father wasn’t actually the lifeless, unambitious and uneducated man Valentin had believed him to be. In actual fact, he had been a former KGB agent who was notorious in the Russian secret service for being the agent who had killed several of his colleagues before fleeing the city and hiding out from the authorities. 
Valentin had grown up wondering why his parents seemed content to spend their lives in a frigid town in the country’s north, working menial jobs and never venturing outside the town’s borders to seek a better way of life for them or their child. But now it made sense. His father wasn’t unambitious. He was hiding. And he had done a good job of it. Right up until the point a car accident had claimed his life and the authorities had discovered his whereabouts. 
Valentin had been told all about his father’s colourful past, as well as his mother’s decision to leave her own family behind to follow him into hiding. And just like that his whole childhood had changed. If he had known who his father really was then perhaps he wouldn’t have been so quick to leave him behind as soon as he was old enough to escape to another part of Russia. And perhaps he would have understood why he would soon go on to develop a craving for taking the life of another human being. 
His father had killed several people in his past and gotten away with it and that was the same goal that Valentin now had. As the music began to play again in his apartment, Valentin casually walked towards the room where the dead body lay, aware that his father hadn’t been lacking for ambition at all. In actual fact, he had been just as ambitious as his son. 
Perhaps one day, when his own crimes were discovered, Valentin would go into hiding like his father, in order to evade justice. But Valentin knew that if that day should ever come then he would do one thing differently than his father. He would ensure that any offspring of his own that he might have by then would know exactly what their old man had done in his past. That way he would gain the respect of his child during his life, and not in his death, as was the case with Valentin and his own father now.  
But there was time to think about all of that later. 
First of all, he had to get rid of the body in his bathroom. 



Sue
18:47
Sue Winnington looked out at all the homeless people on the other side of the glass window of the bus she was travelling in. She saw the young man sitting in the doorway of the disused store front, a piece of cardboard on the floor in front of him across which was a messily-scrawled plea for spare change to fund a room for the night. She saw the woman sitting up in a sleeping bag and cuddling her dog as the people passing her barely gave her a look. And she saw the pile of blankets where a man seemed to be sleeping, his eyes closed and his body still, somehow finding peace on the noisy street where rest was the last thing on everybody else’s mind. 
As the traffic lights turned green and the bus moved on, Sue felt a pang of guilt about there being so much poverty in the world and seemingly no way of solving it. She was by no means wealthy herself, but she did have a place to call her own, which offered her shelter, safety and privacy. She had sufficient money coming in that she never had to worry about where her next meal was coming from and she was even able to overspend a little on some days and splash out on a little treat. She didn’t have to find a doorway to sit in or a blanket to hide under as hundreds of strangers passed her by every minute. She had a home. 
She was one of the lucky ones. 
But that didn’t make her feel any better about the fact that there were so many other people who weren’t as fortunate as her. As the bus turned a corner and the Thames came into view up ahead, she thought about the young man to whom she had given a five-pound note a short time ago. 
She had just left the large department store where she had picked up a new cushion for her three-seater sofa and was on her way to the next store when she had noticed the man sitting on the ground nearby. His arms were hugging his knees, his head was bowed and he looked around the same age as her son James. But unlike her son, this man seemed to have nothing but the clothes on his back and a small piece of cardboard that held several pieces of loose change. 
As Sue stood there amongst the sea of pedestrians rushing by, she had felt compelled to help this man in any small way that she could and so she had reached into her handbag and pulled out her small black purse. She made most of her purchases with her credit card today but she was able to find a stray five-pound note wedged into her tightly-packed purse, so she had taken it out and made her way over to the man on the ground. 
She had politely said hello before holding out the money for the man to accept. The young man had looked up at Sue with an appreciative smile and she had smiled back, pleased that she had brought a little bit of happiness to his day. Five pounds wasn’t much to her, but she knew that it would enable him to buy himself a much-needed drink and something to eat. As she re-joined the flow of pedestrians on the pavement, she enjoyed the feeling of satisfaction that comes with doing a good deed. 
But now, as she sat on the half-full bus that was making its way along the river towards her stop in Vauxhall, she wished that all the other people who had walked by the young man had been able to do the same as her. If everyone on the shop-lined pavements of places like Oxford Street and Regent Street could donate a little something of their own then maybe it would go some way to there being fewer people who needed help. As it was, most people walked by their less fortunate counterparts without so much as a glance in their direction. But then again everybody had a right to spend their money how they saw fit and nobody could be forced into giving coins and notes if they didn’t want to. 
The bus came to another stop and the passenger beside Sue gathered up his belongings and made his way off the double-decker vehicle. Sue’s own belongings were sitting on her lap and, as well as her handbag, included a shopping bag containing the cushion and two further bags that held the fruits of her labour out in the city today. 
She had decided to treat herself to a bit of shopping after her employer had given her and her colleagues the option to finish a little earlier this afternoon. It was a welcome surprise and had enabled her to spend the last few hours of the working week browsing the aisles of her favourite department stores instead of pushing papers in the administrative team she was a part of. Now she was finally on her way home and she couldn’t wait to get back and show her husband all the items that she had picked up on her impromptu shopping trip. Not that he would be particularly interested in what she had to show him, but she would show him, nevertheless. Just because he didn’t find shopping to be exciting, it didn’t mean that she had to downplay her own joy. 
The doors closed and the bus was on its way again, heading towards the bridge that would take the vehicle across the river to the south of the city, where all its passengers would eventually disembark. As the vehicle crawled its way through the heavy traffic that always built up at this time of the day, Sue took her mobile phone out of her handbag and let her fingers take her straight onto her favourite app. 
She was by no means a wiz with technology, but she had become good at navigating her way around the electronic device that her husband had treated her to for her sixtieth birthday. Before that, she had been making do with the most basic of handsets that allowed for text messaging and calls and not much else, but now she had a phone that was seemingly capable of doing everything. It told her what the weather was going to be like that day. It informed her about the latest news events and kept her abreast of any incidents in her home city. And it allowed her to keep up to date with what her grandchildren were doing on social media, although she still had no idea why almost every other word that they typed in their messages seemed to have a hashtag in front of it. 
But the best thing about the new phone for Sue had been the discovery that she could download and play games on it. She had always enjoyed playing board games like Scrabble and Monopoly but had thought that the only way to enjoy them was by sitting at the table in the comfort of her own home. But amazingly she could now play those very same games on her mobile phone wherever she was so her bus journeys to and from work each day had become a much more enjoyable affair. 
As she waited for the Scrabble app to load, she looked out of the window again and saw that the sky was ominously dark, even though the sun wasn’t due to set for another couple of hours. There had been a brief rain shower just before she got onto the bus but, although her weather app had warned her of a 60% chance of rain this afternoon, she hadn’t taken an umbrella to work with her. Thankfully, the shower had just been a quick one, but she resolved that, in future, she would pay more attention to what the app told her. That was the point of having such an expensive piece of technology after all. 
It was supposed to make your life easier. 
She looked back down at her phone and saw that the Scrabble app had finished loading up. She sat up a little straighter in her thread-bare seat, the familiar thrill triggered by her competitive nature rising up inside. This was definitely going to make up for the tedious pace at which the bus was rumbling along.
She clicked on the first game at the top of her screen, intrigued to see the latest move that her husband had made. He too had downloaded the app and now they were able to play against each other when they were apart and not just when they were sitting across from each together at home. The game they were playing had started yesterday and only continued when one of them opened the app and made their move. 
Sue couldn’t help sneakily checking her phone at work rather more frequently than she should have done to see whether any of her opponents had put down a word. She loved the flexibility that playing online provided, with each participant making their own move when time allowed, but she had found herself to be rather more impatient than she had previously realised when forced to wait for her turn to play.  Sue and her husband would often take their lunch breaks at the same time during the working week so that they were both online and able to play the game at a rapid pace, instead of waiting for the other to make their move at a later date. Even though they worked in different offices in different parts of London, they were able to connect with each other at 12:00pm every day and spend half an hour playing Scrabble before they had to return to their respective desks and fulfil their work obligations for the day. 
Sue loved the fact that she was able to play her favourite game with her husband even though they were physically apart from each other and she was glad that he had persuaded her to get herself a better phone than the antiquated one she had been using before. 
Sue also loved to play this game with her husband because she was a lot better at it than he was and the head-to-head score between them was currently 31-18 in her favour. 
Not that she was counting. 
As the bus edged closer towards the bridge, Sue took stock of the Scrabble board on her phone’s screen. Her last move, which she had played whilst queuing at the checkout in a furniture store, was to put the word sphinx into play. She was feeling particularly smug about this. Not only had she made excellent use of the x by placing it on a double letter score, but given how crowded and therefore closed the rest of the board had become, it almost certainly landed her husband with having to use the letter x in his next word. She didn’t fancy his chances of being able to do that so felt confident that she was only a couple of plays away from extending her winning record. 
But as she looked at where she had left her last word, she noticed that her husband had already taken his turn. 
And it had been a good one. 
The word buxomly was now staring back at her and it seemed she had underestimated her husband’s Scrabble skills. He had played a great word and now the score was in his favour. 
Sue had some serious work to do if she was going to win the game now. 
The bus made a left turn onto the bridge and began moving over the waterway beneath it but Sue didn’t look up from her phone. Normally she liked to enjoy the view on this part of her journey but today there was no time. Not when her husband had just swung their latest highly competitive game of Scrabble in his favour. So instead of looking out at the green and cream MI6 building at the opposite end of the bridge, or down the river at the iconic London Eye and Houses of Parliament, Sue stared at her phone and tried to come up with a word that could trump the one that her partner had just played. 
But by the time the bus had made it across the bridge and entered Vauxhall, Sue still hadn’t had much success with finding her word. It struck her that the topic of conversation at tonight’s evening meal with her husband wouldn’t just be about her shopping trip. It would also be about the fact that she might not be as good at Scrabble as she thought she was. 
Damn buxomly. 



Abdul
18:48
Abdul Kahn kept his eyes on the road as he navigated the final part of the route with which he was now so familiar. He had been a bus driver for twenty-six years and he had been driving this particular route for eight of those years. That didn’t mean he found his work to be repetitive or boring and it certainly didn’t mean he could allow himself to lose focus or concentration. He took pride in his responsibility for getting the citizens of London around this great city and he took good care of them to make sure they always arrived at their destination safely. 
As his foot squeezed the brake pedal and he brought the double-decker bus to a stop at a red light, he saw the recognisable body of Vauxhall bus station across the road from him. The second busiest station in London behind Victoria on the other side of the river, this was the place where Abdul spent his working day when he wasn’t out on the road. The station had long been known for its unique stainless-steel rooftop, its undulating form giving the effect of a wave or a ribbon running across the top of the building. But the most striking feature of the station was the two cantilever arms above the entrance, rising up from the top of the roof and pointing towards the sky. Abdul knew that he was far from alone in thinking that the image resembled a ski slope rather than a place where buses congregate. 
Abdul was proud of his job, and he was proud to call this bus station his base. As the lights turned green and he pressed his foot against the accelerator, he smiled at the knowledge that another successful shift was drawing to a close. 
While most of his family and friends presumed that his days were filled with monotonous familiarity, he had become skilled at finding variety in the routine of his job. He marvelled at the differing colour of the Thames as he passed over it each day, noticing how the amount of cloud cover overhead could make the shade of the water change through the varying amount of light hitting it. He also always knew the time of day based on the amount of traffic and pedestrians around his vehicle at any given moment. And he kept himself entertained by finding new and interesting ways to greet his passengers as they boarded his bus and made their payments with their Oyster travelcards. 
Abdul liked to think of his job as being not just about getting people from point A to point B but providing them with an enjoyable experience along the way. The first moment his doors opened and the passenger stepped on board, he would greet them with a wide smile and a warm greeting, which could consist of anything from a joke, a tit-bit of information about London or simply just an amusing anecdote about the travails of a full-time bus driver. 
He was full of stories, humour and facts and had long ago figured that he could use those facets of his personality in his job, instead of simply being an automated shell who operated his machine in a robotic way. It wasn’t as if it was against the rules for him to interact with his passengers and it certainly wasn’t as if any of his managers were looking over his shoulder and watching him work. When he was behind the wheel of his bus, he was the sole Transport for London employee on the vehicle so he was free to do as if he wished, as long as it didn’t endanger or inconvenience any of his passengers. 
And of course Abdul would never do that. 
As he steered his vehicle towards its reserved bay in the bus station, he thought about all the fun moments he had enjoyed with the passengers who had joined his service today. 
Amongst his fares had been a young mother with twins in a pram who had boarded his vehicle in a bit of a tizz, so he had given her some much-needed light relief by telling her he was glad to meet somebody who had a tougher job than he did today. There was the elderly woman who had struggled to step on board with her walking stick, so he had hopped out from behind the wheel and assisted her to a seat, all while making her promise that she wouldn’t tell his wife that he had held the hand of another woman. And there was the man in the business suit with whom Abdul had jested about whether he was a lawyer sent by his ex-wife to make him give up the hidden location of his millions of pounds in savings. 
It was all benign, harmless banter with the passengers but for Abdul it was a way of making them feel welcome on his bus, as well as peppering his shift with enough vibrancy to keep it from becoming stale. He was aware that there weren’t many people in the world who grew up dreaming of being a bus driver, and while it hadn’t been his childhood dream either, he wanted to make people see that he could have fun while doing such a repetitive job. 
His childhood dream had actually been to be an astronaut, but the closest he had come to space was whenever he ventured onto the top deck of his bus at the end of a shift. His dream had failed to come to fruition mainly because he had been born on a council estate in South London, where the only dreams that seemed to be recognised were about how to avoid paying taxes or indeed ever doing a hard day’s work at all. Abdul had always been the most ambitious person on the estate and would regularly be teased about his lofty goal to become the first astronaut to hail from a place that so far had only birthed window cleaners, bin men and checkout assistants. And he was teased by those same people now, as he still lived on the estate and had ended up driving a bus to Vauxhall instead of a rocket to the moon. 
But Abdul didn’t care that he had never reached his dreams because for him, the important thing was that he had shown the imagination to have thought of such a thing. The way he saw it, his imagination was his greatest asset, and was a vital attribute to possess to combat the fact that he had spent his life living in a place where there wasn’t ever much for its residents to get excited about. In a government-subsidised concrete jungle where the emphasis was on minimum wage and maximum boredom, Abdul would regularly reach into the deepest part of his imagination to pull him through the days when he was feeling tired, depressed or stressed. Most people on his estate would turn to the bottle or the local drug dealer to give them some release from the monotony of their low income lives but Abdul had found a much healthier and more productive treatment for the feelings that gripped his local community. 
Even when he had left school and discovered that he definitely hadn’t achieved the grades required by the NASA Astronaut Corps, he refused to let his mind become weighed down with the reality of his situation. His first job had been in a factory that manufactured plastic food storage boxes, but he had pretended to himself that he was working in a top-secret government laboratory and that the employees around him were all part of a nationwide plan that was of the upmost importance. It was a silly daydream but it was enough to get him through five years of standing in line at a conveyor belt and fiddling with plastic lids that would ultimately form part of a lunchbox or a container in which lasagne would be reheated.  
After the factory had been shut down due to high operating costs, he had found himself in search of more work to support himself, his wife and his young son, with whom he was now sharing a one-bed flat with on the estate where he had been raised. That was when he had seen the vacancy for bus drivers advertised, and so had begun the journey that had led him to this exact moment, as he brought his bus to a halt at the bus station where his route concluded. 
For a boy who had grown up wanting to fly a rocket it was quite the come-down to end up in charge of a public transport vehicle that never made it an inch off the ground and only went as far as Westminster, Victoria and Lambeth. He was hardly treading across the surface of the moon when he was making his way across the oil-covered floor of a grimy bus station. 
But Abdul had done the same thing as he had always done and used his imagination to pretend that he was actually doing something a lot more fun than he really was. Instead of seeing his double-decker bus as a prison of repetition between two fixed points on a map, he saw it as the vehicle that would bring him into the centre of so many other people’s lives. He knew that every single day his bus would be filled with all sorts of different people and he saw this as an opportunity to have an impact on all these people by making them smile, laugh or think whenever he came into contact with them. 
If the person getting on his bus looked unhappy then he would tell them a joke. 
“Did you know my grandfather has the heart of a lion? He also has a lifetime ban from London Zoo.” 
If the person getting on his bus appeared to be a confused tourist, unsure about where they were going next, then he would join in with their apparent confusion. 
Passenger - “Hey bus driver, do you go over Westminster Bridge?” 
Abdul - “I don’t know. How about we cross that bridge when we get to it?”
And if the person getting on his bus seemed bored and jaded then he would tell them an interesting fact about the city they were currently in. 
“Did you know that the police never actually caught Jack the Ripper. I wonder who he was.”
The jokes or snippets of information weren’t just for his passengers’ entertainment but were for his own too and it was definitely preferable to spending his entire shift in silence. 
His sunny disposition and optimistic personality had made him popular with his regular passengers, who appreciated his warmth and humour as they went about the more mundane parts of their days. Abdul firmly believed that even though a lot of his passengers didn’t want to be going to work, there was no reason for him not to help them have fun on the way there. 
It wasn’t just the passengers who had picked up on Abdul’s positive personality. His co-workers had done the same, often noting how exuberant the Indian man was whenever he arrived for his shift or departed his bus at the end of it. A couple of them, who were well used to hearing his jokes as they sat together in the bus station staff room over the years, had even suggested that he have a go at stand-up comedy, given how much he enjoyed talking to strangers and trying to make them laugh. 
While Abdul didn’t currently have any plans to pick up a microphone and walk out onto a stage in front of a room full of people, he had given the idea some thought as he had driven along his route. And he had to admit, it did appeal to him. He was always looking for ways to liven up his life and there was only so much fun you could have sitting behind the wheel of a bus after all. Maybe now was the time to finally do something outside of his comfort zone and if nothing else, it would give him another funny story to tell his passengers when they boarded his bus. 
As he turned off the engine and wished his departing customers a good weekend, Abdul picked up his empty coffee flask and the soft cuddly toy that his niece had given him to brighten up his route, then climbed out from behind the large wheel of the vehicle. When he was sure that everybody was off the bus, he walked through the doors and out onto the concrete of the bus station parking bay, where he felt the fresh evening air hitting his face and a sense of happiness that he would soon be back on the estate that he called home. He felt happy with his life and while he hadn’t made it into space as an astronaut, he knew that he was providing a valuable service to his community. 
Instead of rockets and moon missions, he would console himself with humour and the love of all the people around him right here on planet Earth. 



April
18:49
April Adams heard the bottles of Prosecco being popped across the room and knew that it meant there would be more glasses of fizz being delivered to her table soon. 
Not that there was much room for any more drinks on the cluttered surface in front of her. 
Her party had already polished off several bottles of wine since they had arrived here an hour ago and this little corner of the bar by the Thames was quickly becoming notorious for its loud and drunken antics. The music was loud, but it still wasn’t enough to drown out all the chattiness or laughter that erupted from their tables every few seconds and April had already noticed several people looking over at her and shaking their heads at the noise. 
But she didn’t care. 
It was Friday night. 
It was time to let loose. 
And most importantly of all, it was her thirtieth birthday party. 
The waitress was weaving her way towards the boisterous table with another tray of Prosecco-filled flutes as April leaned towards her best friend and tried to hear what she was saying. 
“I fucking love you girl” Katie shouted, before leaning too far forward herself and almost falling off the stool she was perched on. 
April beamed and gave her friend a hug before picking up her glass and downing the remains of her drink. The waitress arrived just in time to swap the empty glasses for full ones and, within seconds, April had another full flute of alcohol in her hand. The room was already spinning and it wasn’t even 7pm. But that wasn’t going to stop her as she took another sip and felt the buzz from the liquid drug warming her body, making her forget all about the worries that had been consuming her over the past few weeks. 
Turning thirty was a big milestone in anybody’s life, and, for April, it was a terrifying and sobering prospect. She didn’t want to be thirty, she didn’t want to leave her twenties behind and she certainly didn’t want to feel like she was leaving her youth behind either. She wanted to stay forever young, in a world where there were lots of parties but no wrinkles, and the hangovers were only a mild inconvenience instead of becoming full-blown two-day tortures. But despite fighting against the ageing process with a variety of fitness regimes and makeup tutorials, there was nothing she had been able to do to stem the tide of time, so now here she was, officially in her thirties and no longer as young as she would like to have been. 
The days leading up this momentous occasion had seen April stuck in a vortex of reminiscing about her past while fearing for her future. Despite everybody telling her that her birthday wouldn’t be as bad as she was anticipating, she had woken up this morning feeling like she had aged a decade overnight. She had rushed to the mirror to check her face, almost as if turning thirty during her sleep would have suddenly transformed her into a shrivelled old prune with grey hair and deep bags under her eyes. Of course it hadn’t, and she still looked the same as she had done when she had gone to bed the night before. Her hair was still blonde, her skin was still clear, and her bags weren’t looking too bad, especially not once she had put some concealer over them. But while she remained unchanged on the outside, she had undergone a drastic change on the inside. 
The mental hurdle of passing from the fun-filled antics of her twenties into what she saw as the boring, grown-up tedium of her thirties had been an exhausting one and she could only wonder how she had seemingly arrived at this point so suddenly. It only seemed like yesterday when she had been a seventeen-year-old girl, trying to make herself look older so she could get into nightclubs with her friends and use her fake ID to buy alcoholic drinks that never seemed to make her feel bad the morning after. And it hadn’t felt long that long ago since she had celebrated her twenty-first with a night out in London, during which she had felt nothing but excitement about being in her twenties and enjoying all the amazing things that were going to come her way over the next several years. But now here she was, nine years on from feeling so young and effervescent, and all she could ask herself was where had it all gone?
Her twenties had been by far the best years of her life. She had been on so many amazing holidays and enjoyed too many hilarious nights out to recall. And she had done it all with her best friend Katie by her side, the pair of them like partners in crime, traversing through a choppy sea of one-night stands, drunken shenanigans and late-night heart to hearts. 
But just when it seemed like it would never end and that she had discovered the elixir of eternal youth, she had suddenly been reminded of the same facts that everybody is faced with at some point in their lives. 
Nothing lasts forever. 
We are all getting older. 
No matter how much you fight it, we can’t stay young forever.
So in the end, April had seen no other choice but to stop fighting and embrace her birthday and there was no doubt that copious amounts of Prosecco had helped her out with that so far. But it wasn’t just the alcohol that was getting her through such a momentous day. Her friends were playing their part, making her laugh with their funny stories whilst also reminding her of how much they loved her and would be by her side for the next thirty years and beyond. As well as Katie, there were several other women here, including friends from her hometown in Essex, as well as the many pals she had accumulated during the last four years of living and working in the capital. Her parents weren’t in attendance tonight, but she would be celebrating with them over the weekend, likely in a way that involved a lot less alcohol and loud music. But there was one more person here tonight who was helping her mark the arrival of a new decade and in a way, he had become the most important one of them all. 
It was her boyfriend, Joe.
She had been in a relationship with him for the last couple of months and he was standing on the other side of her and Katie now, holding his pint of beer and chatting animatedly away with the boyfriend of one of April’s friends. He was wearing a smart black shirt and dark jeans and she could tell the alcohol was working its magic on him because his hand gestures were becoming more expressive, as they always did when he was a little drunk. 
It was nice to have him here with her and it was even nicer that he had agreed to accompany her back to Chelmsford this weekend to continue the birthday celebrations with her family. She hadn’t actually introduced him to her parents yet, so it was big step, not just for him but for April, who had very rarely told her mum and dad about guys she was seeing. To be fair, that was largely because she seldom saw a guy for more than one or two dates, so there hadn’t been many opportunities to risk the awkward conversations that she feared might ensue when she introduced someone with whom she was intimate to her closest family members. 
But there was no doubt in her mind that the time was right for Joe to meet her family. 
They had been seeing each other ever since they had met for a date at a coffee shop near London Bridge in June and they had been getting closer ever since. They had even gone on a short city break together to Athens last month and, while April’s father hadn’t been thrilled about the idea of his daughter going to a foreign land with a man whom he had yet to meet, he had acknowledged that this was something she wouldn’t have done if she didn’t really like this guy. 
And like him she did. 
In fact, it was a lot more than that now. 
She was in love with him. 
She thought about him all the time and she missed him when he wasn’t by her side. Her dad was right. This was highly unusual for her. She had never got this close to a guy before. Okay, usually because they didn’t text her back after spending the night with her, but also because she was often having too much fun with Katie to even entertain the idea of being in a relationship. But the thought of turning thirty had made her more open to the idea of finding a man with whom she could potentially settle down and, after several typically disastrous dates, she had struck gold when she had agreed to go for coffee with a handsome young man called Joe. 
She sipped her wine and felt a warm glow of happiness as she glanced at her boyfriend, who continued his animated conversation with the guy across the table. Her more recent birthdays had generally involved April getting progressively drunk before ending up in some awful nightclub snogging some dreadful guy, then either going back to his place or crying on the shoulder of Katie in a takeaway shop that served cheesy chips and chicken wings. 
But this birthday would be different now that Joe was on the scene. Sure, she would probably still end up in an awful nightclub tonight, but she would be on the dancefloor with her man and kissing his lips, instead of those belonging to any of the sleazy strangers all around her. And yes, she would likely still end up going to a takeaway at the end of the evening, but there would be no tears with her friends this time, only the laughter and fuzzy feeling of having her man eating his chips by her side. And there would definitely be no regrettable one-night stands and walks of shame attached to her memory of this birthday, as she would forgo all of that in favour of curling up in the arms of her boyfriend, who definitely wouldn’t be caught sneaking out of the bedroom in the morning in an awkward bid to escape. 
While April didn’t want to be thirty, she had to acknowledge that getting older had its benefits. She was certainly a lot wiser now than she had been a decade ago, when she would have naively believed everything a man said to her even if he was just trying to work his way into her bed. She was a lot more confident in herself now, having realised that the last few months of ridiculous exercise regimes were ultimately unnecessary and weren’t the thing that would lead her to real, long-lasting happiness. And she was also at an age now where she felt ready and prepared to finally be in an adult relationship with a man, being patient and allowing it to blossom, instead of being too hasty or insecure and sending the poor guy running for the hills.
She had definitely changed over the years and, even though it had been scary to think about it, April could see now as she stood here with Joe and her barmy group of mates, that getting older wasn’t something to fear at all. 
It was actually something to cherish. 
“Are you having a good time, babe?” 
April was snapped out of her tipsy cloud of thoughts by the sound of Joe’s voice in her ear. 
She turned to face him and smiled, mainly because it was nice to have his eyes on her again but also because she didn’t have to lie when she gave him her answer. 
“I’m having the best time” she told him, before leaning over and planting a kiss on his Peroni-fuelled lips. 
“Good, because you deserve it. You look stunning” Joe replied, and she felt her cheeks glowing warm, as a consequence both of the nice compliment and of the alcohol that was rushing to her head. 
“You’re the best” she told him, not caring that she was becoming more and more soppy with each glass of Prosecco that slipped down her throat. 
“You too” Joe replied, before looking past her towards the bar area. “I’m gonna get another pint. You okay for drinks?”
April looked down at the table in front of her where there were already two glasses of Prosecco waiting for her to consume just as soon as she finished the one currently in her hand. 
“I think I’m okay” she slurred, before putting her hand quickly to her mouth to muffle the loud burp that was threatening to escape it. 
“Cool. I’ll be right back” Joe said, giving her another kiss before leaving the table and making the unenviable journey through the crowded room towards the bar. 
As April turned back to the table, she noticed that several of her friends were looking at her and smiling, including Katie, who seemed to have the widest grin of them of all. 
“You’re so in love” Katie said, and the other girls all squealed with delight, clearly thinking the same thing. 
“Shut up you guys” April replied, blushing again and taking another sip of her drink to keep the feeling of blissful contentment flowing through her body. 
“I’m so happy for you” Katie said, leaning in and giving her girl another drunken hug. “Joe is such a great guy. And he’s lucky to have you.” 
“You’re so drunk” April told her and Katie burst out laughing, almost to the point where wine was coming out of her nose. 
As April put down her empty glass of Prosecco and picked up a full one, she took a moment to enjoy where she was and who she was with. It was funny how she had spent all these years dreading this day but now that it was here she was having such a good time that she didn’t care about her age. 
Maybe birthdays weren’t so bad after all. Maybe the good times weren’t just behind her. In reality, maybe the best was still to come. 
She was thirty. 
She was flirty. 
And she was thriving.    



Louise
18:50
Louise Robertson wasn’t thriving. In fact, she was struggling and her situation certainly wasn’t being improved by being here in this bar. Her work colleagues had persuaded her to join them for their usual end-of-week drinks and even though she had tried to get out of it as she usually did, this time she had been pulled along. So here she was, in a crowded bar by the Thames instead of out in the fresh air on her evening jog, which is what she usually would have been doing at this time on a Friday. 
Rather than the pounding of her heartbeat as she ran along the pavements outside, she was subjected to the pounding of the music blaring from the speakers in each corner of this large venue. And instead of the wave of adrenaline that she would feel halfway into each and every run, she was being hit with the wave of noise from the boisterous table across the room that seemed to be celebrating somebody’s birthday. She couldn’t see the whole of the group that was making the racquet but the constant laughing and screaming from that side of the room was doing nothing to complement the headache-inducing music swirling around her as well. 
All in all, Louise was feeling pretty miserable right now. 
But it wasn’t just the setting that was making her feel frustrated and on edge. She always felt this way these days; it had become her perpetual state for the better part of this year. The only things she had found to remedy those feelings had been stealing from passengers on the Tube or going on ridiculously long and frequent runs. While she had since stopped the stealing, the exercise part was still an important part of her day. But she had been denied the endorphins and the dopamine hit from this evening’s jog, substituting the natural high of exercise for the artificial high that came from alcohol. 
Louise was aware that it was not a good substitution to make. 
She had adopted these coping mechanisms in response to the actions of her ex-boyfriend Joe earlier in the year. Stealing and running had helped her to get through each day, but one thing that she knew definitely didn’t help was alcohol which was why she had tried to stay away from it as much as she could over the past few months. But now she was sitting at a busy table with several people from her office and because they were all young, and because it was Friday night, alcohol seemed to be the only thing on the menu. 
She had done her best to try to stick to orange juice, but her colleagues were having none of that and seemed intent on getting as much vodka into her fruit juice as they could. No matter how many times she asked for a soft drink when the next person was going to the bar, it always came back smelling more of high-strength spirits than it did of citrus fruit. In the end, Louise had caved under the peer pressure and allowed herself to drink the vodka-infused drinks and now she was starting to feel the effects of her first hit of alcohol in a long time. 
She looked at the half-empty glass on the table in front of her and at the completely empty ones that surrounded it. It was almost time for another round, which meant it was almost time for even more vodka. The thought of enduring a hangover in her already fragile state was an unpleasant one and Louise’s thoughts quickly turned to how she could get out of here without having to drink anymore. She had come here to appease her colleagues whom she was letting down on a weekly basis when she told them how she was too busy to go for a drink. Of course, she had been lying; she hadn’t been busy at all, but they didn’t have to know that. But now she was here and it was just as rubbish as she had expected it to be. 
She hadn’t always been this way. She used to be fun and bubbly and well up for a Friday night out in the city. But that had all changed when Joe had forced himself on her, completely shattering her confidence in the process. Now all she wanted to do was run, and if she wasn’t running then she wanted to be hiding under her duvet until Monday morning. She certainly did not want to be sitting in a crowded bar full of drunken people and listening to them all talking about how fun and exciting their own lives were. 
“Drink up, it’s Friday!” the man sitting next to her said loudly, and Louise smiled weakly before picking up her glass and taking another tiny sip. 
The man was called Eric and he worked in the finance department of the digital design company where Louise was employed. While she wasn’t one for stereotypes, unfortunately Eric fit the exact stereotypical description of an accountant, with his wire-rimmed glasses, dour dress sense and his tendency to spend most of the time talking about work. While some of her colleagues in the office were fun to be around, Eric was not one of them and Louise wasn’t exactly sure how she had managed to end up sitting next to him at the table. At least he wasn’t hitting on her. That was one positive about this seating arrangement. 
“So Louise, I heard you split up with your boyfriend. How is a gorgeous girl like you still single?”
Damn, now he was hitting on her. 
Louise shrugged and pretended to be listening to a conversation that was taking place between a couple of designers across the table, about a company team-building trip they were planning at Christmas. But Eric had several pints of beer in his system, so he wasn’t going to stop trying his luck that easily. 
“I can’t believe someone let you get away. Your ex must be stupid” Eric went on.
That’s one word to describe him, Louise thought. There were several other words too but they weren’t exactly the kind of words that she could easily bring up on a work night out with her colleagues.
“So when did you break up?” Eric continued, finishing his beer and twisting himself in his seat so he was now completely facing her, leaving her in no doubt that she had his undivided attention. 
“Christmas” Louise answered him, hoping that the realisation that such a long period had elapsed since then would remind Eric that the pair of them barely spoke a word to each other in the office and prompt him to quit while he was behind. 
But Eric managed to skip over this and persisted with his train of thought. 
“Well if you ask me, the guy is mad. You’re a good-looking girl and I doubt he can do any better than you” he said, slurring his speech enough for Louise to suspect that he would probably not make it much beyond 8pm tonight. 
“Thank you” Louise replied, making sure she didn’t turn her body to face Eric in case he interpreted it as a sign that his pick-up attempt was going well. 
“So why did you break up?” Eric asked, not getting the message at all. 
Louise had thought that the last thing she wanted tonight was to go out for drinks with people from work. But now she realised that the last thing she wanted tonight was to be forced into talking about her ex-boyfriend. 
Especially when she had a couple of drinks inside her.
She had still not told a single person about what Joe had done to her that night when he had visited her flat in February, only a few weeks after they had officially broken up. 
She hadn’t mentioned a single word to anyone about the fact that he had raped her in her own bed.  
“It just wasn’t working, I guess” Louise answered, taking another sip of her drink and feeling like she would rather down the rest of it than be forced to listen to Eric grill her about this subject any longer. 
“Well I’m sorry to hear that” Eric said. “I’m currently single too and I know how hard it can be to be on your own.”
Louise needed to get out of this seat quickly, before she ended up drinking more and before Eric asked her to come back to his place. The last thing she needed was to wake up in his bed, surrounded by all the calculators, abacuses and paperwork that she imagined made up the contents of an accountant’s home. 
“I think I’m going to get going” Louise said, finishing her drink and reaching for her jacket. 
“Really?” Eric asked, seemingly only now realising that his performance as a suave seduction specialist wasn’t going quite as well as he thought it had been. 
“Yeah I’ve got an early start tomorrow” Louise lied, as she picked up her jacket and tried to figure out the quickest route out from behind the table. 
“It’s the weekend!” Eric protested, but Louise had already made her mind up and stood up to get going. 
“Sorry guys but I’ve got to go. Have a good night though” she said to the rest of her colleagues at the table. 
Some of the more drunken ones amongst them seemed disappointed that they were losing a drinking buddy but the rest of them didn’t even seem to be aware that Louise had been there with them at all. 
Louise squeezed her way past Eric, which was unfortunately the quickest route for her to escape. As she went, she felt the accountant put his hands on her leg, a clearly unnecessary attempt to help her along, but she didn’t bother to tell him what a pervert he was in front of everybody else at the table. 
As she waved to her colleagues and headed for the door, she suddenly ran into Jonny, the thirty-four-year-old designer who was one of the few people she actually got on with at work. 
“You’re not leaving are you? The party’s just getting started” he said, flashing her his familiar smile, which she hadn’t failed to notice on the times he had passed by her reception desk in the office.
“Yeah I think this party is a little too wild for me” she said sarcastically, as they both looked over at the table nearby where the rest of the group were deep in conversation about some boring work project. 
“I know what you mean. I love my job but I have to say that I have worked with a slightly more exciting bunch of people than this lot before” he said, shrugging his shoulders and moving out of the way of a passing couple who were squeezing through the bar behind him. 
Louise laughed and thought about how her night might have been a little better if she had ended up sitting next to Jonny at the table, instead of Eric. But it was too late for that now. She had her jacket on and she was halfway towards the door. 
“How about one more drink? And I promise I won’t let Eric try and hit on you while you finish it” Jonny offered, showing her that smile again and making her feel something that she hadn’t felt in a long time. 
“I don’t know” Louise said, stalling, and feeling a little surprised that she was even considering changing her mind about leaving. 
“Come on. What you having? Vodka and orange was it?” he asked, and it only took one more smile from him to seal the deal and persuade Louise to stay. 
“Okay but I’ll get these. I haven’t bought a drink yet” she replied, reaching into her jacket for her purse.  
“If you insist” Jonny said. “I’ll find you a seat far enough away from Eric for when you get back.” 
Louise laughed, agreeing that that sounded good, before making her way through the throngs of loud, drunken patrons who had gathered in the centre of the room after arriving too late to secure themselves a table of their own. 
It was only when she got closer to the bar that she realised it had perhaps been a mistake not to take Jonny up on his offer of a drink. The wait to get served looked like it could be a long one. The queue along the bar was two people deep and Louise knew it wasn’t going to be a quick job to get a drink and get back to her table. But the thought of having a proper conversation with Jonny instead of just a brief greeting when passing in the office was enough to make her take her place in the queue and wait to be served. 
She checked her watch and was surprised to see that she had lasted this long, considering she hadn’t even wanted to be here at all. At this time on a normal night, she would have been finishing up her run and returning to her flat, where she would have quickly showered and grabbed something healthy to eat before collapsing onto the sofa and losing herself in a few hours of mindless reality shows before bed. But instead, she was in a packed riverside bar amidst throngs of high-spirited patrons who were celebrating the end of the working week in a much rowdier manner than she usually allowed herself to. 
It was a reminder of how much she had changed over the last few months and how Joe had robbed her of so much of her personality and zest for life. She was a good-looking woman in her late twenties. She should have been doing this every Friday night since she had been single again. She should have been enjoying the attention of men like Jonny who, through his insistence that she should stick around had made it clear that he was attracted to her, and she should even have enjoyed attention from men like Eric, if only as a reminder of how desirable she was to the opposite sex. 
But the truth was she had become a recluse who had retreated from the world because she couldn’t face up to the reality of what Joe had done to her that night in her flat. She had broken her moral code by stealing from passengers on the Tube because she felt so lost and helpless, and she had become obsessed with running because it was the only thing that could make her feel good for a few minutes every day. 
She realised that it was all Joe’s fault that she had missed out on several months of fun nights with her friends or with men who wanted to woo her and show her affection. It was Joe’s fault she had become a thief and an exercise addict who could barely live without a daily dose of the runner’s high. And it was Joe’s fault that she had lost all of her confidence and spent every waking hour just wishing for it to be over and for her mind to one day be free of all the pain. But it was only when she edged her way closer to the bar and looked to the person beside her that she realised something else too. 
She knew the man who was queuing next to her.
It was Joe.  



Joe
18:51
Joe Swan was having a good night. His girlfriend April was having a good night. And every other person in this crowded bar seemed to be having a good night too. 
He was standing in the queue and waiting to be served by the harassed group of employees on the other side of a bar that was littered with empty glasses and discarded straws.  There was a little bit of pushing and shoving going on around him, his fellow patrons jockeying for position in their attempts to be served sooner, but it was no different to what went on in any other bar during the busiest night of the week. He felt the burly man beside him pushing through and reaching for the drinks that his friend had managed to procure. He felt the slight touch of a woman behind him as she squeezed past in her attempt to get through the crowd and back to her table of friends. And he felt the bassline from the thumping music blaring from the speakers, its vibrations pulsing through the floor and making it seem like the whole room was moving slightly. But all in all, it was just a typical Friday night. 
He was in a bar. He was tipsy. And he was having fun. 
Until he noticed his ex-girlfriend standing right beside him. 
Joe hadn’t seen Louise since that night at her flat in February, when he had turned up on her doorstep drunk and dishevelled after a night out with work clients, begging for her to let him inside. She had done just that but his attempts to rekindle the physical part of his relationship with Louise that night had been rebuffed and he had ended up passing out beside her in her bed. If that had been where the story ended, then it would have been nothing more than a silly drunken memory and something he could have just laughed and joked about with friends at a later date. 
But it hadn’t ended there. 
He couldn’t just laugh off what had happened then, just like he couldn’t chalk it up to a silly drunken memory and joke about it with the woman now standing beside him. 
That was because after waking up beside the sleeping Louise a few hours later, he had tried his luck again, and that time he hadn’t taken no for answer. 
That time, he had refused to stop until he got what he wanted. 
He had raped Louise, left her flat and hadn’t seen her since.  
Until now. 
In this bar, on this night. Right next to him. Shoulders touching. Almost as close as they had been that fateful night in her flat. And now Joe could see something else that reminded him of that night. 
It was the look in Louise’s eyes as she realised that he was beside her. 
It was the look of fear. 
Before Joe could say anything, Louise was rushing away from him, pushing through the crowd in a desperate attempt to make it to the exit as quickly as possible. Joe called after her, but it was no good. Even if she could have heard him over the loud music then she wasn’t going to turn around. She was clearly terrified of him and seeing him had obviously brought back those same feelings of pain that she had experienced the last time they were together. 
But Joe couldn’t just stand there and watch Louise disappear because seeing her again had also stirred up familiar emotions inside of him. 
Remorse. Regret. And his own fear. 
The fear that she would tell somebody what he did to her and ruin his life forever. 
He had tried to make contact with her since that night. He had tried to mollify her and, in doing so, assuage his own shame. Most of all, he had tried to persuade her that there was no need to report the incident to the police. But he had had no luck in getting through to her. His calls and messages had gone unanswered. It was clear Louise had been hurt by what he did and so that had meant that Joe had been living under a cloud of guilt and worry ever since that night. He had spent the better part of this year waiting for the police to knock on his door and tell him that they were arresting him on suspicion of a heinous crime. So far it hadn’t happened, but that didn’t mean Joe didn’t wake up sweating about it in the night or jumping every time somebody pressed the buzzer to his flat.
The only way he could know for sure that he was in the clear would be to speak to Louise again and have her confirm that she would never go to the police about what he had done. And now here she was, right in front of him. This was his chance to put an end to his anxiety. 
There was no way he could let her out of his sight. 
Joe left his place in the queue and forced his way through the thick wall of bodies ahead of him, keeping his eyes on the dark-haired woman moving away. It was clear that she was heading for the door and Joe knew that if she were to make it outside and run then he would have no chance of finding her again. Even if he could see her running away down the banks of the Thames then it wouldn’t have been a good look for him to be seen chasing after her in public, especially if she was screaming or begging for help. He needed to catch up with her right now, before she made it through those doors and before she started running, or he might never see her again and his guilt couldn’t be put to bed. Or worse, he would see her again, in the one place he feared more than any other. 
A courtroom, with a judge and jury watching on, Louise in the witness box testifying about what he had done, and the feeling of grave judgements from everybody present being cast upon him.
Disgraced.
Guilty.
Rapist. 
Joe desperately kept up his pursuit of Louise and didn’t stop even when he knocked a pint of beer from the hand of a tall guy blocking his way. 
“HEYYY!” the man called after him, but Joe didn’t stop. 
Failing to apologise to the man for spilling his drink could lead to punches being thrown and blood being drawn. But that was nothing compared to what he thought could happen to him if he didn’t catch up with Louise and try to make her see that he wasn’t as evil as she obviously thought he was.
Joe saw Louise reach the glass doors to the bar and push them open, startling the bouncer standing on the other side of them with her haste as she rushed past him. He was seconds away from losing her. He was seconds away from being forced to continue living a life of stress and scary thoughts. 
Or he was seconds away from her reporting him to the police. 
He reached the doors a few seconds after her and burst through them.  
“It’s one in, one out now” the bouncer barked at him as he rushed by. “You’ll have to queue if you want to get back in.” 
But Joe ignored the warning as he passed the large queue that was lined up along the front of the venue and kept on chasing Louise. He didn’t care if he had to queue up to get back inside again. He didn’t even care if he couldn’t get back inside at all. He could always just make up an excuse to April by saying he been thrown out for being too drunk or something. That wasn’t a problem. But it was a problem if he didn’t get the chance to speak to Louise. 
“LOUISE! STOP!” he shouted, reaching out towards her in a desperate attempt to grab one of her arms as she tried to get away from him. 
He missed with his first attempt, but his second try saw him pull on her arm and do enough to stop her forward momentum, spinning her round and bringing her face to face with him again.
“GET AWAY FROM ME!” Louise screamed back, shocking him into understanding just how afraid of him she really was. 
“Louise, I’m sorry! I just want to talk to you!” Joe begged, holding up his hands in front of himself to show that he meant her no harm and wouldn’t come any closer. 
Louise picked up on the desperation in his voice because she slowed gradually to a halt and turned to face him. But the distance she left between them spoke volumes about the fear that she felt in his presence.  
Joe was aware of the pedestrians and cyclists passing them by as they stood on the footpath by the river, so he knew he would have to keep his voice low as he spoke to her now. There was clearly no way that she was going to discuss things with him anywhere more private than this. If he wanted to explain himself and alleviate any fears that he had about her going to the police then he was going to have to do it here, in public. 
“What do you want?” Louise hissed at him from her safe distance. 
“I just want to talk” Joe began. “I just want to apologise.”
“For what?” Louise replied, as if forcing him to name his crime right here and now for everyone around them to hear. 
But of course Joe was not prepared to do that. 
“You know what for. That night in your flat. I’m sorry if you thought that what I did was wrong.”
“IT WAS WRONG!” Louise shouted, and anybody nearby who hadn’t already stopped certainly stopped then.
Joe winced at the volume of her voice and desperately wished that they could have this conversation alone. But he knew this was as good as it was going to get, so he had to try and make the best of it. 
“I’m sorry Louise, I really am” he tried again. “I’m sorry you feel that way, but I just want you to know that I feel terrible about it.” 
“How do you think I feel?” she demanded to know, her clenched fists in direct contrast to Joe’s open palms. 
“I’m sorry if I hurt you. You didn’t deserve that and I never wanted to make you feel that way. I was drunk. I didn’t know what I was doing.”
“You knew exactly what you were doing!” 
“Louise, I didn’t”
“YOU RAPED ME!”
There it was. Out into the world. The words that Joe had spent the last several months living in fear of anybody else hearing. 
Several more pedestrians stopped. Two speeding cyclists hit their brakes. In Joe’s mind it even seemed like the boats on the Thames came to a momentary halt on the water. 
It felt like the whole world had suddenly come to a standstill, just as Joe’s world had come crashing down.   
He stared back at Louise, who maintained eye contact, seemingly just as surprised at herself for saying those words as he had been at hearing them. Maybe it really had been the first time she had said them out loud. Maybe she never was planning on telling anybody what he did to her. Maybe she would have kept that secret to herself for the rest of her life, just like he would have kept it too. 
But now it was out there and judging by the look on Louise’s face, she felt glad about that. It was clearly a relief for her. And as it confirmed Joe’s biggest fear, in a weird way it came as a relief to him. He had spent so many months playing it out over and over again in his head and trying to spin it into a million different stories, all of which ended in a different way. He had convinced himself it wasn’t as bad as he remembered it. He had told himself that the alcohol had fogged his memory. He had given himself a pass because of how drunk he had been and also because Louise had let him into her bed. He had reminded himself that she had once been his girlfriend and so it wasn’t as if he had been some stranger who had forced himself on her. He had twisted it into a tale of two young and confused people on a cold night who had slept together like so many other young and confused people do. 
But in reality he knew there was no story that could explain what he had done, and that there was no other word for it. And now Louise had cleared it up for him in one short and concise sentence. Three words that had told him what he had already known. 
“You raped me.”
He knew it now. He had raped her. He was in the wrong. 
Not her. 
Him. 
She was the victim and he was the perpetrator. He was the criminal and he was the one who should suffer the consequences.  
Silently, Joe watched one of the pedestrians go to Louise, attempting to comfort her as she broke down on the floor, crying out in pain. It was clear to him now that she had been bottling up her emotions ever since that night and that now they were pouring out of her and into the arms of a stranger, there was no putting them back into that bottle. 
Joe kept on watching as the stranger hugged Louise, while all the other people who had stopped around them just glared at Joe, seeing him for what he really was. 
It took a loud rumble of thunder overhead to make him take his eyes off the crying woman on the ground and look up to the dark skies above. It was starting to rain again. 
In the background he could hear the music from the bar where his current girlfriend was celebrating her thirtieth birthday. But the party was over for him. He didn’t know what was going to happen now but it was clear that things were never going to be the same again. But they hadn’t been the same since that night at Louise’s flat. 
Not since he had forced himself on top of her and taken what wasn’t his to take. 
It was funny how in that moment, as a million scary thoughts raced through Joe’s head, the one that rose to the top was the realisation that his jacket was still in the bar behind him. Even though it wasn’t important now, as he watched somebody making a call on their mobile and another person walking towards him to query what Louise had just said, it still seemed like something he needed to deal with. So Joe turned around to walk back to the bar to get his coat. 
But as soon as he did, he saw that somebody was standing in his way.  
It was April.
And judging by the look on her face, she had heard everything. 



Lindsey
18:52
Lindsey Beattie had no idea what was going on ten floors below her office window as she looked down at the riverbank. All she could see were several people gathered on the footpath and there seemed to be a bit of a standoff between a woman who was crying on the ground and a man standing meekly opposite her. But from up here there was no way to hear what was being said and it was likely just another domestic dispute between a young couple who had already had too much to drink on a Friday night. 
Lindsey knew all about having too much to drink. She had been consuming alcohol since 4pm that afternoon, ever since her boss had told her and her colleagues that it was time to log off their computers and crack open the fridge that contained the beer, wine and champagne. It wasn’t unusual for companies like hers to keep a healthy stock of alcohol on the premises for Friday afternoons, when the week’s work was done and the senior staff decided it was time for the juniors to let their hair down a little. When Lindsey had first started her new job, she had assumed that Friday afternoon would be her favourite time of the week because it would signal that the weekend was almost about to begin. 
But she never would have guessed that the weekend would actually begin inside the office, not outside it. 
It had been three months since she had started working at Champion Recruiters, a vibrant recruitment agency in Waterloo, and it hadn’t taken her long to realise that her hours in the office wouldn’t be as dull as she had expected them to be. While she was one of the youngest employees at twenty-two, the rest of her colleagues weren’t much older than her, so it meant most of her days were filled with office chat about reality television and drunken hook-ups rather than KPI’s and business strategies. But the best thing about working here, besides the commissions that came when Lindsey was successful in placing a candidate with a new employer, was undoubtedly the Friday team drinks that always kicked in at the end of the working week. As soon as the alcohol fridge was unlocked by one of the senior employees then all hell broke loose across the tenth floor of the non-descript office block overlooking the river Thames. 
Corks were popped, wine was poured and beer bottles were clinked together as the forty-five agency employees abandoned their desks, claimed their beverage of choice and moved into the staff area where the music played and the only topic of conversation not on the agenda was work. 
Several employees entertained themselves by playing table tennis or pool while others were happy to recline on the sofas and beanbags that were dotted all around the work-free area. Lindsey was standing by one of the windows with a glass of white wine in her hand and supposedly in conversation with two of her female colleagues, although she hadn’t heard too much of what they had been saying for the past couple of minutes because she was distracted by what was going on outside the office below. But it wasn’t the scene with the arguing couple on the footpath that was holding her attention now. It was the sight of the woman standing on Waterloo Bridge and looking down at the fast-flowing water below her. 
Lindsey had first noticed her standing there over an hour earlier and it was strange to see her still standing there now, especially as it had started raining and seemed to be getting heavier by the minute. Yet despite the wet weather conditions, the woman was unmoving from her spot on the bridge and as far as Lindsey could tell, she hadn’t taken her eyes off the river once. 
“What do you think, Lindsey?” the blonde-haired girl beside her asked, snapping Lindsey out of her trance and forcing her to move her eyes away from the woman on the bridge and back to her companions. 
“Sorry, what?” Lindsey asked, having completely lost track of what the other two girls were talking about. 
“I was just saying to Alice, who do you think Jane is going to get it on with tonight” said Michaela, the girl who occupied the desk next to Lindsey’s during the working week, and with whom she had quickly become good friends. 
“Oh, good question” Lindsey replied, looking across the room to where Jane was standing holding a bottle of Prosecco and talking loudly to two guys who she recognised from the I.T. department. “Is there anyone left who she hasn’t been with yet?”
Michaela and Alice laughed, and while Lindsey felt a little bit harsh saying such a thing about another woman, she wasn’t exactly exaggerating about how friendly Jane was with the male employees in the office. 
Jane was Champion’s HR manager and had been present at the second of Lindsey’s job interviews with the company. Lindsey’s initial impression of the more experienced lady, however, had been cemented during her first day in the new job, when Jane had delivered a turgidly boring presentation about company policies and the do’s and don’ts of the recruitment world. But it had been at the ‘team drinks’ session at the end of her first week when Lindsey had seen a whole other side of the HR Manager. While Jane was nothing but professional and diligent during office hours, she was completely different once work was put away and the alcohol fridge was unlocked. Give her a fizzy beverage and a room full of tipsy young men and Jane became someone else. Ultra-flirty, sloppily drunk and excessively loud, there wasn’t a single male in the office who was safe once Jane got a few drinks inside her, and her antics were often a rich topic of conversation between the other female employees in the office.  
“It looks like it’s poor Martin’s turn tonight” Alice said, watching the bewildered I.T. technician’s response as Jane leant towards him and laughed hysterically at anything that came out of his mouth. 
“I thought he was married” Lindsey observed innocently, convinced that she had seen a silver band around one of his fingers at some point.  
“That probably won’t stop him” Michaela replied, “and it definitely won’t stop Jane.” 
The girls laughed again, all of them aware that they were being slightly bitchy, their tongues having been loosened by several glasses of wine.
“I’m only jealous. I haven’t been with a guy in months” Alice said, finishing her drink and scooping up the open bottle from the table nearby. 
“I haven’t had much luck either” Michaela lamented. “At least not with anyone worth talking about.”
Lindsey sipped her wine and looked back out of the window to where she saw the woman still standing on the bridge despite the heavy rain. 
“What about you, Linds?” Alice asked her. “How’re things with lover boy?”
Lindsey looked back to the girls beside her and smiled, which was something she always found herself doing right before she began talking about her boyfriend. 
“Great” she replied, trying to stifle her happiness a little considering the two girls she was with had just admitted that they were getting nowhere with any members of the male population. “We’re taking things slow, but it’s going great so far.” 
“Slow? Didn’t you go to Singapore with him last month?” Alice asked a little too loudly, her inhibitions somewhat compromised by the amount she had had to drink in the last couple of hours. 
“Well yeah, but it was just a short trip, nothing major” Lindsey said, downplaying the four days she had spent in Singapore with Diego, the man who had swept her off her feet when they had met in the Underground on a hot day in June. 
“Nothing major! I wish I had a man who would whisk me away to Asia for a few days!” Michaela exclaimed, holding out her empty glass for Alice to refill once she had finished topping up her own.  
“I know, I can’t even get a text back and Lindsey here is getting wined and dined on the other side of the world” Alice shouted, the ever-increasing volume of the group’s voices now beginning to draw attention from others in the room.
“I’m just lucky I guess” Lindsey replied, smirking a little to tease her friends, yet once again secretly thrilled and slightly astounded by the good fortune that had found her standing beside Diego on the train that day. 
“So what’s lover boy doing tonight?” Michaela asked as she received another healthy serving of wine from the bottle in Alice’s hand. 
“I think he’s working late, he usually does pretty crazy hours” Lindsey replied. 
“Oh yeah he’s rich too, I forgot about that part” Alice said, laughing and rolling her eyes. 
“He’s not rich, he just has a good job” Lindsey answered, even though compared to her and her two colleagues, Diego was most definitely rich. 
“Diego the lawyer who flies you to Singapore just for a weekend” Michaela said whimsically, as if imagining what it would be like to have a man like that in her own life. 
“Yeah but he does work long hours so I don’t see him that much” Lindsey replied, which was sadly true. The importance of his job meant he was always working long into the night and often had to cancel plans with her to deal with another problem that had cropped up in his office. 
“Even better” Alice shouted, “you just see him for sex, cuddles and trips abroad! The perfect relationship!” 
Alice and Michaela burst out laughing and Lindsey couldn’t help but smile, even though she knew it was a lot more serious than that with Diego. She had fallen in love with him and while it was still early days, they had already said the three magic words to each other. Things were going great outside of the sex, cuddles and trips abroad and as far as Lindsey was concerned, she had landed herself a good man. All her best friends seemed to like him too, having been introduced to him at a music festival in Hyde Park in July, and while she was still working up to introducing him to her crazy family, she knew that it was only a matter of time until Diego met them. 
She wished that she could see him more often than she currently did but she also understood that he was doing his best to work his way up the ladder at his law firm. Considering that he was ten years older than her, she couldn’t exactly expect him to be as casual with his job as she was with hers. Besides, as well as his good looks and charming personality, Lindsey found it attractive that he was so ambitious and dreamed of eventually becoming a partner at his firm. 
The fact that it would mean mega money for him if he got to that position had not been lost on her, but she didn’t care about that. She was just glad that she had met a great guy, especially when so many other women her age seemed to be stuck in an endless cycle of disastrous online dates and regrettable one-night stands. Or worse, like Jane, who was a lot older than Lindsey and her friends but still seemed to be permanently operating in that soulless place of strictly physical relationships with people who saw her as nothing other than an object. Lindsey had spent enough time trapped in that place in her relatively young life, and now that she was in a stable relationship with a guy who respected her and wasn’t afraid to show it, she had no wish to find herself back on the single market again. 
Another champagne cork popped across the room and Lindsey saw Jane taking a large gulp from the open bottle. Everybody cheered and Alice and Michaela suggested the three girls move closer into the party instead of segregating themselves from the rest of the group over by the windows. Lindsey agreed, even though she knew it was just because Alice and Michaela wanted to try their luck with some of the male colleagues sitting on the sofas, but before she followed them she took another look out of the window at the bridge down below. 
She wanted to see if the woman was still there or if she had moved on. 
But when she looked down to the bridge, she couldn’t believe what she saw. 



Helen
18:53
Helen Price kept her eyes on the murky water that was rushing by below her. As she looked down, she could also see the tips of her shoes, poking over the edge of the bridge wall that she was standing on. If she took one step back, then she would land on the concrete pavement that she had spent the last hour stood on. But if she took one step forward then she would be met with nothing but thin air and the pull of gravity taking her down towards the icy cold water of the river below. 
The reason she hadn’t made a step either way yet was because she was still deciding which way she wanted to go. 
For most people it would be an easy choice to make. They would choose the safety and security of the pavement behind them instead of the chilly and unforgiving depths of the Thames in front of them. 
But for Helen it wasn’t such an easy choice.
The raindrops continued to soak through her clothes and the flashes of lightning in the distance did their best to illuminate what had quickly become a dark and stormy evening in the capital, but Helen was unmoved by the weather events around her. It had taken months of self-reflection and deep thoughts to get her to this point and now that she was here, she wasn’t going to let a bit of rain put her off. Today would be the day when she finally decided what she was going to do with the rest of her life. 
Either seek help and try to move on with it. 
Or end it right here, by throwing herself off the bridge and down to the merciless torrent below. 
Helen was aware that the choice to live or die was not something that the average human being had to grapple with on a daily basis and certainly not one as young as her. She was only forty, with no obvious life-threatening health issues and every chance of living for at least another forty years. But unbeknownst to the rest of the world she did have health issues, they just weren’t the kind that could show up on an X-ray or CT scan. They were the kind that very few people would ever understand, even if she had dared to try and explain them.  
She wasn’t exactly sure when the negative thoughts had started but she could remember the exact time when she had realised that something was wrong with her. It had been on a Monday morning just over a year ago, when she had woken up to begin another week of working and providing for her family. Her day job as a teller for a high street bank had never been a particularly exciting one but she had always been able to get herself out of bed to begin her week with the knowledge that the money it provided her helped to give her, her husband and their two teenage sons a comfortable life. 
Except on that particular day, Helen had found it almost impossible to get out of bed. 
Physically, she had been fine besides the usual aches and pains that had started to creep into her body as she entered middle age, but mentally it had felt as if the act of getting out of bed was an insurmountable challenge. As she had lain there under her duvet, beside the empty space that her husband had vacated when leaving for his own job an hour earlier, she felt as if the whole weight of the world was pushing down on top of her. She couldn’t pinpoint one thing exactly that was making it so difficult for her to get up; all she knew was that she couldn’t face going into work that day and she couldn’t even face the other members of her family. 
So instead, she had stayed in bed for the entire day, blaming the whole thing on a bad headache. She had tried to sleep but had achieved nothing more than staring at the ceiling and wondering what the point of everything was. 
She had always been a deep thinker, ever since she could remember, and her late grandfather had even commented once on how she shouldn’t spend so much time inside her own head, losing herself to daydreams instead of engaging with the real world. She had taken it as a joke but the comment had stuck with her and as she matured into an adult, she had started to dwell on it even more. She was acutely aware that she had a tendency to over-think things and replay events and scenarios in her mind, and it was a behavioural trait that only seemed to intensify as she grew older. 
When she had got married at the age of twenty-five, she had spent the whole night before worrying about whether she was going to be a good enough wife for her husband-to-be. She had dreamt of having a big white wedding ever since playing dress-up as a girl, but when her big day had arrived, she had no idea whether or not marriage was the right thing for her. She had confessed her fears to her mother, who had put them down to the typical concerns that go through everybody’s mind when they are about to make such a big commitment. But the worrying hadn’t stopped there and throughout the course of her marriage to Greg, she was constantly trying to second-guess what he was thinking and feeling, worrying herself silly with the thought that somehow she wasn’t good enough for him. 
Those feelings of anxiety had increased with the birth of her two sons a couple of years after the wedding, and her daily bout of stress concerning her husband was only piled upon by the thoughts and feelings that came from being a new mother. Suddenly having two delicate, defenceless people to care for contributed a whole new level of worry and besides the inevitable sleepless nights, she was also questioning everything she was doing as a new parent and wondering if she was living up to what was expected of her. 
Her thirties had been spent in this constant whirlwind of worries, second-guessing and over-thinking, and it had become so normal for her to exist in this mental state that she had almost become used to it. Her husband would comment on her daydreaming, just like her grandfather had once done, and she had always laughed it off. That was preferable to telling him that she wasn’t daydreaming but was actually stressing about every little detail in her seemingly perfect life. It had become a daily way of existence for Helen and it was one that she had seemed to be coping with. 
Until that Monday morning when she woke up and felt utterly defeated by it all. 
Eventually, Helen had been able to get back to work and return to some normalcy, but something had changed in her since that day. Her worries seemed magnified and whereas she had once been able to function under her cloud of swirling thoughts and fears, now she felt weighed down by them and barely able to concentrate on anything at all. Worse than that, her thoughts had turned darker since that day. She had been having ideas about how to relieve herself of all the stress and anxiety and many of them were the kind of ideas that she would never have entertained in her younger years. 
Hiding from it all. 
Running from it all. 
Or even ending it all. 
Over the next several months of disturbing thoughts, she told no one how she was feeling or what she was considering doing. She didn’t want to worry anybody and she definitely didn’t want anybody to think she was crazy. She knew she looked fine on the outside and so she knew she could easily mask what was happening on the inside. To the rest of the world, Helen was a happily married mother of two with a stable group of friends and family around her. 
And yet, she felt completely alone. 
The worst thing about feeling this way was that she knew she had no reason to. Her husband was perfect, both kind and considerate, and her two sons were both growing into fine young adults who were a credit to her. Her job wasn’t any worse than that of countless other people, and the fact that she had numerous friends whom she could call for a chat would have made her the envy of many a person her age who had lost contact with their old acquaintances. On the face of it, she had nothing to feel bad about, which had, inevitably, made her feel even worse. She had become increasingly afraid that there was something seriously wrong with her for feeling this way and the only explanation seemed to be that she was depressed. 
Of course that was only her self-diagnosed opinion, but Helen could think of no other explanation for why she felt so low on a daily basis and why the whole reason for living seemed slowly to be slipping from her consciousness. 
Another loud rumble of thunder in the distance reminded Helen of how stupid it was that she was still standing out here on the bridge when most of the other people in London had gone scurrying for cover as the storm passed over them. But Helen genuinely didn’t care about running for cover and escaping the elements. She wanted to feel the rain on her skin. She wanted to hear the thunder growl ominously above her. And she even wanted a fork of lightning to come down and hit her on the top of her head, just to see what would happen to her if it did. 
But so far she hadn’t been struck by lightning, so it still seemed as if the only way for her to be released from her negative state of mind was to plunge into the water flowing beneath her. Of course she loved her husband and her sons, and of course she felt bad for what she was thinking about doing. But they didn’t know what it was like to have to exist inside her head for a day. If they did, then they would surely understand why she was even considering such a drastic course of action. And it wasn’t as if she hadn’t tried to make herself better. 
After six months of feeling lower than she had ever felt before, she had eventually given in and found herself in her doctor’s office, telling him that she needed something to help her get out of bed in the mornings. He had initially tried to solve the issue by suggesting more natural remedies to boost her moods, like exercise and healthy eating, but Helen had told him that she had already tried that. She actually had to an extent, but she had soon discovered that her state of mind  simply wasn’t going to be helped by going for a jog or eating some salads. She needed something stronger and she needed it as soon as possible and so in the end, her GP had prescribed a mild anti-depressant. 
Helen had felt ashamed when she had collected the prescription from her local chemist; she couldn’t bear being associated with such a medication. She had hidden the pills in her handbag and only took them when she was alone, for fear of her family finding out and worrying about her. She was the head of the family and the person who nurtured them all so the idea of being seen as vulnerable by any of them was a frightening one.
But the pills had done nothing to help her moods and the weekday mornings when she had struggled to get out of bed and start her day had turned into whole weekends. She would lie under the duvet and pretend she was ill just to avoid facing anybody and risk allowing them to see how bad she was really feeling. More pills and prescriptions had followed but none of them had made any difference and in the end Helen had decided that what she needed was a change of scene. So, when she had left work today in her hometown of Coventry, she had boarded a train to London rather than heading home. She hadn’t been to the capital in years but it was one of her favourite places to go, having spent many a happy day in the city during her childhood when her parents or grandparents would take her to see the sights along the river. 
Now she was here again, surrounded by the tourist traps and overlooking the water, except this time she wasn’t filled with the same excitement and joy that she had been when she was here as a child. She was still under her dark cloud, and it was much darker than the real ones swirling over her head in the sky. Her family would have expected her home by now and she was sure that if she were to check her mobile phone, she would find several missed calls and messages. Her husband and children would want to know where she was, what was for dinner and perhaps, if they were really concerned, whether she was okay? But she had turned her phone off and she couldn’t bear the thought of turning it back on again right now. 
Because she knew that would make what she wanted to do so much harder. 
She edged forward on the wall of the bridge and kept her eyes on the water below. It seemed like a long fall and she knew that hitting the water from this height would be like hitting a wall. 
An ice cold wall that would take her down and hold her there until her heart stopped beating. 
It was a scary thought but it was also an exciting one. Because she knew that the moment her body hit the water then the pain would be over. No more worrying. No more helplessness. No more depression. 
Just the end. 
Peace. 
At last. 
Helen closed her eyes and took a step forward, giving gravity permission to take control of her body. 
But just as she thought her fate was sealed, she felt somebody grab her by the hand and pull her backwards. 



Damian
18:54
Damian Chadwick fell backwards onto the wet concrete footpath and winced as his bones met the hard surface. But it wasn’t himself that he was worried about. It was the woman lying on the ground beside him; the woman whom he had just stopped from jumping off the bridge only a second earlier. 
He felt the rainwater soaking through his clothes as he hauled himself up off the ground and leant stiffly over to check on the bewildered woman. Damian didn’t know if she was crying because she had hurt herself when he had pulled her from the bridge wall or if her tears were because she hadn’t been able to end her life as she had obviously wanted to do when she stepped off the edge. Either way, the tears were a good sign that she was still alive, so as far as Damian was concerned, it was a job well done. Being heroic hadn’t exactly been on his agenda when he woke up this morning, but now that he had saved a woman’s life, he realised that he was quite enjoying the sense of achievement that his gallant act had generated within him. 
He asked the woman for her name, but got no response from her other than more tears, so he looked around for somebody else to help him. But there were no other pedestrians in the vicinity. The bad weather had seen to that. It was lucky that he had been here when he had, but now that he had saved the woman from throwing herself off the bridge, he didn’t know what to do next. 
She clearly needed medical attention and not just for any injuries that she might have sustained when she hit the ground. The fact that she had clearly been willing to leap from the bridge and plummet to the shadowy water below them was evidence enough that this woman was experiencing serious mental issues and needed to be looked after for her own protection. With a sinking feeling, Damian realised that his only real option was to call for an ambulance. But he knew that he didn’t want to be here when it arrived because the last thing he needed was to have his personal details taken down in a witness statement by the police. 
Just because he had done a good deed today, it didn’t mean that he hadn’t been the perpetrator of several bad ones before this. 
Damian felt reasonably confident that the woman lying on the ground hadn’t broken any bones when he had pulled her off the wall. Her tears seemed to reflect her mental anguish rather than any physical pain and the fact that he was able to get her sitting up was another good sign. He thought about leaving her before calling 999 but he couldn’t be sure that she wouldn’t just try to finish what she had started as soon as he left her side. He had to stay with her, at least until somebody else turned up to keep an eye on her. 
Fortunately, just at that moment, he spotted an attractive young woman running frantically towards them from the Waterloo side of the bridge. The rain was still heavy and it was madness for anybody to be outside at all, yet somehow this little part of London seemed to be where the action was as the storm passed overhead. 
As the woman drew closer, Damian noted her brunette hair, long legs and large, symmetrical eyes, and estimated that she was probably not much younger than he was. 
“Is she okay?” the woman shouted, her eyes on the stricken female sitting on the wet floor in front of Damian. 
“I think so, I don’t know” Damian admitted, feeling out of his depth and starting to rue his decision to walk across the bridge this evening at all. 
Yes, he might have helped to save someone’s life, but if the police turned up here and found out who he was then it would be his own life that would be in danger of taking a turn for the worse. 
“I saw her standing on the wall from my office, I ran down here to see if she was okay” the young woman said breathlessly, as she reached the pair of them on the bridge. “I was worried she was going to jump.” 
The woman on the ground had stopped crying now and appeared dazed and slightly shell-shocked. 
“What happened?” the young woman asked again, as she knelt down beside Damian and checked that the other woman was okay. 
“She was going off the edge, I pulled her back down” Damian replied, glancing along the bridge and wondering how he might politely extricate himself from the situation now that somebody else was here. 
“Oh my god” the young woman said, taking hold of the older woman’s hand and trying to get her to snap out of her apparent trance. “Hello. My name’s Lindsey, what’s your name?” 
As the younger woman took over, Damian stood up and took a deep breath, pulling down on his baseball cap as the rain continued to teem down around him. 
He didn’t have time for this. He had done his part and now it was time to leave. But then Lindsey spoke to him again. 
“Have you called an ambulance?” she asked, holding onto the hand of the disconcerted woman as she spoke. 
“No, not yet” Damian replied. “I was a bit busy trying to stop her from jumping.” 
Lindsey quickly took out her mobile phone and dialled 999, holding her device to her ear as she tried to listen for the person on the other end of the call amidst the heavy rain and the cars moving past them on the bridge.  
“I can’t believe all these people just driving past and not stopping” Lindsey said, gesturing to the vehicles streaming past them through the driving rain.  
“Welcome to London” Damian commented wryly. It was no surprise to him that none of the cars had stopped, considering the reputation that his home city had for being full of people who rarely gave a damn about anybody but themselves. 
Damian didn’t really mind that about London. He was usually the same. There was no time to stop and check on other people when there were so many places to be and so much money to be made when you got there. But he had stopped today to help somebody and while it had been uncharacteristic of him, he was glad that he had done it. He could see the wedding ring on the left hand of the woman he had pulled from the bridge wall and she was old enough to possibly have children of her own. Whatever problems this person was going through, it was likely there were other people in the world who would have been affected if she had been successful in jumping from the bridge. 
“Yes, hello, I need an ambulance please. I’m on Waterloo Bridge and I’m with a woman who tried to jump off” Lindsey said into her phone. 
Just hearing those words out loud was enough to make the woman on the ground start crying again; it seemed like the impact of what she had almost done was finally beginning to hit her now. 
“I’m sorry” she kept repeating, as Lindsey continued to explain the situation and their whereabouts to the operator. 
Damian stood helplessly to one side, internally debating whether to just walk away or stay and help. He certainly had no interest in giving his name or contact details to the authorities when they arrived but, inappropriate though he knew the thought to be, he was tempted to stick around if it meant he might have a chance to give them to the attractive young woman who had joined him on the bridge. 
Lindsey ended the call and smiled at the woman, reassuring her that someone would soon be there to pick her up and get her out of the storm. Then she turned to Damian. 
“It was lucky you were here” she said. “I don’t think I would have made it in time.”
“You definitely wouldn’t have made it in time” he teased her, although the look of slightly shocked disapproval that flashed briefly across her face was a chastening reminder that they were talking about another person’s life and how close it had been to ending. 
Lindsey turned her attention back to the woman. 
“Is there anybody you want me to call?” she asked.
The woman kept her eyes fixed on the floor but shook her head in a determined and almost defiant manner.  
A passing cyclist suddenly stopped to check if everything was okay and Damian thought again about just sneaking off now that there were enough people to keep watch on the suicidal woman. But then he considered again the prospect of swapping numbers with Lindsey and decided to risk staying out on the exposed bridge a few minutes longer. 
The cyclist took off his jacket and put it around the woman and Damian kicked himself for not wearing one today; he would have loved to impress Lindsey with such a chivalrous act. But he was just wearing a t-shirt and jeans, and while his baseball cap was keeping the rain off his head, the rest of his body had become completely soaked. 
If it hadn’t been for this unexpected incident on the bridge, then Damian would have been indoors now, out of the storm, likely enjoying a beer with his colleagues as they prepared for another busy weekend of making money. Instead he was still out here, wet and windswept, and aware that the police might accompany the ambulance that was due to arrive any minute.  
It wasn’t that Damian was a wanted man with warrants out for his arrest. It was just that he wasn’t exactly squeaky-clean, so the thought of being lauded as a hero and having his face and name splashed across news articles or police incident reports was not entirely desirable. He was no stranger to illegal activity. In fact, if he didn’t get away soon, he would be late for a planning meeting with some of his partners in crime. He had been happy to help a damsel in distress, but he definitely wasn’t happy to stick around and help any police officers who might want him to explain exactly what happened here. Especially when he was planning on spending the rest of the weekend trying to evade the police as he sold drugs to nightclubbers in dingy venues and made plans with his uncle to visit the homes of several people who owed them money and hadn’t paid off their debts in time. 
Damian’s role as debt collector for his Uncle Ronnie’s illegal loan service was the reason for him being out and about at this time on a Friday night. He had been tasked with following a man to whom his uncle had loaned £8,000 several weeks earlier and finding out a little more about him. 
Or more specifically, a little more about the people who were close to him. 
The man’s name was Bogdan. At this stage, Damian’s investigations were simply precautionary; while Bogdan had assured Ronnie that he would pay back the money in time, every good loan shark liked to have a little insurance policy at the ready in the event of a missed deadline. One of Ronnie’s favourite things to do was warn those people who took out a loan with him that they would lose a digit on their hand for each day they failed to repay the debt past the due date. But another of his favourite things to do, and something that those taking out a loan with him had no idea was happening at all, was to send his nephew Damian to follow them and see who else they could use as a negotiating tactic if it ever got to that stage where the debt was still unpaid. 
A wife. A parent. A child. It didn’t matter who it was, it just mattered that Damian could tell his uncle that they existed because once Ronnie knew that, then he could use their existence to scare anybody who owed him money. People would always pay their debts much quicker when a loved one was threatened as well. 
So that was why Damian had been out here today, walking along the Thames and braving the grim weather. He had been following somebody that owed them money. He had been following Bogdan. 
And it had been well worth doing. 
Damian had seen Bogdan with a woman and he had followed behind them as the pair had walked hand in hand along the river, sharing moments of affection and making it clear for anybody who was watching that they were very much in love. It was good information to have because now Damian, who had snapped a couple of photos of the woman, could report back to his uncle that there was another way they could threaten Bogdan if he failed to pay back his debt on time. 
They would use their knowledge of his lover to ensure that any problems with re-payment of the loan would be rectified swiftly. 
Armed with this new information, Damian had left the couple to their walk and had been heading across the bridge to where he was due to meet some of the dealers with whom he would be working tonight, selling drugs to clubbers in some of London’s grimiest underground venues. It might not have sounded like the most glamourous lifestyle in the world, but Damian was proud to be part of a large business that was growing bigger by the day. His uncle wasn’t just a family member, he was a notorious and feared gangster who ran several large illegal ventures, and made a fortune operating in the shadows of one of the most affluent cities in the world. Damian was well paid for his work and he was in awe of the man who ran it all, hoping that one day he would be as fearsome and notorious as Ronnie already was. 
So that meant keeping his head down, staying out of prison and most of all, staying out of some nosy policeman’s notebook. Damian thought about asking Lindsey for her number and trying his luck with the pretty brunette at some point down the line, but he heard the sirens in the distance and realised it wasn’t the time or the place. So instead, he pulled his baseball cap down again and turned to walk away from the woman he had just saved. 
Lindsey called after him as he went, but he ignored her because his good deed was done for the day. More importantly, he had completed the job with which his uncle had tasked him with. Armed with photos of the woman whom Bogdan would clearly do anything to protect, Damian could now deliver vital intelligence to his gangster uncle, whose approval he so desperately sought.  
With any luck, Damian would never see Bogdan and the woman again because Bogdan would pay his debt to Ronnie on time and that would be the end of it. But if the deadline passed and Bogdan failed to pay, then Damian knew he would be seeing the couple at some point in the future. But next time it wouldn’t be in broad daylight in a public place. 
It would be somewhere dark and private. 
He and his uncle would be wearing balaclavas. 
And they would be carrying deadly weapons in their hands. 



Next in the 20 Minute Series...
20 Minutes At Halloween
Set six weeks after the events by the Thames, several characters will return, alongside many new ones, as London prepares for the scariest night of the year and all the celebrations, costumes and craziness that goes with it.
OUT NOW
For all the release dates of my future books, as well as free bonus content and the chances to win free copies of books, you can join my mailing list at www.danielhurstbooks.com




Did you enjoy this book?
Reviews really are the most powerful way of getting attention for my books as honest reviews help bring in new readers.
If you have enjoyed this book, I would be extremely grateful if you could spend a couple of minutes leaving a review on Amazon (it can be as short as you like).
Thank you. 



About The Author
Daniel Hurst is the author of the bestselling 20 Minute Series and the Influencing Trilogy.
His online home is www.danielhurstbooks.com
You can connect with Daniel on Facebook at www.facebook.com/danielhurstbooks or on Instagram at @danielhurstbooks
He is always happy to receive emails from readers at daniel@danielhurstbooks.com



Books By Daniel Hurst
Have you read them all?
THE 20 MINUTES SERIES
20 MINUTES ON THE TUBE
20 MINUTES LATER
20 MINUTES IN THE PARK 
20 MINUTES ON HOLIDAY
20 MINUTES BY THE THAMES
20 MINUTES OF HALLOWEEN
20 MINUTES AROUND THE BONFIRE
20 MINUTES BEFORE CHRISTMAS
20 MINUTES OF VALENTINE’S DAY
20 MINUTES TO CHANGE A LIFE
INFLUENCING TRILOGY
INFLUENCE
INFLUENCER
INFLUENCED
STANDALONE PSYCHOLOGICAL THRILLERS
TIL DEATH DO US PART
THE TUTOR
RUN AWAY WITH ME
THE ROLE MODEL



Table of Contents
Title Page
Copyright Page
20 Minutes By The Thames
Jelena
Bogdan
Tom
Kathryn
Harry
Joanne
Hudson
Carol
Simone
Scott
Will
Valentin
Sue
Abdul
April
Louise
Joe
Lindsey
Helen
Damian
Next in the 20 Minute Series...
Did you enjoy this book?
About The Author
Books By Daniel Hurst


cover1.jpeg
o
w
w
a]
(]
z
=]
x
4
w
2
24
w
I
=






