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 Jelena Markovic knew it was almost time to leave. She knew that because she could hear noises outside the door.  

Whenever there were noises, it meant the men were getting ready to take her. 

 She figured it must be morning again, not that she could see any daylight. With no windows in her room, she didn’t have much to go off to tell her what hour of the day it was. All she had to look at were bare brick walls and a solid iron door, so the only indication for her that a new day had begun was when she heard the voices on the other side of the door. 
 It could be said that most of her existence was spent in darkness, literally and metaphorically. Occasionally, a welcome beam of light would penetrate her prison, sneaking under the door and giving her something to focus on in the blackness, just like a memory of something from her past could briefly illuminate the dark clouds in her mind. This room was a black hole for Jelena in more ways than one, yet it was still better than the other room she was forced to spend time in.  

At least here she was alone. 

 The noises outside the room continued as Jelena lay still on the thin mattress in the corner of the tiny cell. They consisted mainly of footsteps and scraping chairs, randomly interspersed with a Serbian swear word or joke. A couple of times she had heard a television set, but she hadn’t been able to make out what the programme was about. She had imagined it was a wildlife documentary featuring animals roaming freely on the plains of Africa and, while it had been a nice thought to have, that was all it was. For her now, freedom existed only in the mind. But she knew in her present circumstances that her thoughts were the only thing she could control and so she was determined not to let them get too dark. Thinking about family and friends in Serbia meant she wouldn’t give up hope, no matter how helpless the situation seemed. But she was also aware that positive thinking alone would not be enough to survive this ordeal forever. Eventually something would give, and her will would be broken beyond repair. It had been four months of this already.  

Who knew what another four months would do to her? 

 That was why she had decided that she would take any opportunity she could get to escape. It sounded obvious but the constant threats to her family back home had meant that, up to this point, she had been too afraid to try and get away. The only time she had attempted to raise the alarm had ended in her being butchered by that evil doctor. His operation, if you could even call it that, had left her incapable of speech and had been a double-handed penalty for the time she had tried to beg for help from a member of the public. Not only was the surgery her captor’s way of punishing her for trying to escape but it would also serve as a reminder for the rest of her life about what happened when she disobeyed them.  
 Even if she did make it out of here, which seemed unlikely, she would still carry with her the physical reminder of her time spent in captivity. The loss of her tongue, alongside the other scars inflicted upon her during the beatings, would never heal. The memories of what she had endured would never heal either and, in the face of such insurmountable challenges, many other people would have given up by now. But Jelena had never entertained the idea of giving up. Maybe it was a product of having grown up where she had, right in the middle of the Serbian wars of the 1990s. Having experienced so much death and distress in her childhood had made her stronger in adulthood. People who came from where she did were fighters. Her mum was a fighter. Her sister was a fighter.  

Therefore, she was a fighter. 

 But she knew it would get harder to keep fighting the longer the trauma went on and, now she suspected her family weren’t in as much danger as her kidnappers wanted her to believe, she felt more confident in what would happen if she was to break free from them. That desire alone would be useless without opportunity of course, but thankfully that opportunity for escape was no longer the impossible dream it had once seemed.  
 When she had first been thrust into the world of sex trafficking, she had been unable to see how she would ever be able to break out of it. The people smugglers she had thought she had paid to give her a better life in England had quickly turned out to have much more sinister intentions. No sooner had she disembarked from the lorry in the UK then she had been thrown into the back of a transit van and taken straight here, to this windowless room somewhere in London. After several days of beatings, accompanied by a scarcity of food and water, Jelena thought things had gotten as bad as they could get.  

Unfortunately for her that had only been the beginning of her ordeal. 

 The real plan for her had become clear shortly after the beatings had stopped. Taken from the room and back into the van, she had been driven to another part of the city and thrown into another windowless room. However, this one was different to the one she had been kept in since her capture. This new room had lighting, a bed and a shower. While all those things were massive upgrades on what she had become used to, it was clear to Jelena that none of these things were going to be used for her pleasure.  

Rather, they were to be used for somebody else’s. 

 The men had begun to arrive shortly after that. Some old, some young. Some wearing suits, some dressed more casually. Some of them smiling when they saw her but most of them not. The one thing they did have in common was that they each had paid for an hour in this room with Jelena. That’s when the nightmare had become fully apparent to her. She hadn’t just been conned into paying money for safe passage to the UK. She hadn’t simply been abducted upon her arrival there. No, it was much worse than that.  

She was being forced into sex with paying customers.

 The next few months had followed the same routine.  
 Cell. Van. Abuse. Van. Back to the cell. 
 The whole schedule had been so rigid that Jelena feared there was no way out of it. That was until luck had intervened and, if there had been anybody in need of some luck, it had most certainly been her. When the van had broken down while taking her to another day of ‘work’, she had presumed her captors would just have it repaired or purchase another one. After all it wasn’t as if they were short of cash. She must have earned them all a fortune in the time she had been a part of their sick business and she hadn’t failed to notice the Rolex’s on their wrists and the expanding stomachs above their designer belts. They were clearly profiting handsomely through her pain.  
 However, for reasons that still weren’t clear to her, the men hadn’t simply bought another van to replace the broken one. Instead, they had begun transporting her using the Underground train network. Call it over-confidence, a reluctance to dip into their profits or maybe just plain laziness, but the obscurity of the van had been replaced by the very public tube train.  
 While this had originally seemed like her opportunity for escape, Jelena had learnt the hard way that simply trying to call for help on the train wasn’t her best option for freedom. But that didn’t mean there weren’t other ways she could end her ordeal. All she needed was a chance. If she could have one second when she wasn’t being gripped tightly, just one second, then she knew she could outrun them.  

After all, fear and desperation were always faster than greed and complacency. 

 While that one chance hadn’t yet presented itself to her, she refused to lose hope. She would remain as alert on today’s journey as she had done on all the previous ones. Quite how long she would be prepared to wait for her chance wasn’t decided upon. There had been a few times during the long dark nights in this hellhole when she had briefly entertained thoughts of throwing herself in front of an oncoming tube train. She wasn’t yet completely suicidal though, even after everything she had been, and merely hoped that such an extreme measure would leave her injured but alive. But if her captor was killed while being dragged under with her then that would be a bonus. Of course, this option was far too risky. She didn’t want to die, no matter how bleak things were. Her dream had been to start a new life in London and somehow, she was still determined to live that life.  

All she needed was a chance.

 Her body turned cold at the sound of the male voice right outside the door and she knew from the tone of the voice that it was Volkov, one of her two kidnappers. Of course, she didn’t know his real name. Volkov was merely the title she had given him in her mind as a way of humanising him. It was easier to study your enemy when your enemy had a name and this choice of name had come from her childhood. Back on the tattered sofa of her mother’s home in Belgrade, she would watch many episodes of the popular Serbian children’s series Mitologija, which translated as ‘Mythology’ in English. One of the characters in the show had been called Volkov and he was a conniving, despicable warlock who played the villain of the piece. To her the name Volkov had always emoted hate and disgust, so she couldn’t think of a better name for the man keeping her trapped in this twisted life. Volkov the TV character had also been a tall, rake like figure with a mop of dark hair on the top of a deathly pale face and the fact her kidnapper also bore an uncanny resemblance to that description only made the name stick more in her mind.  
 As Volkov turned the key in the lock and pulled open the heavy iron door, Jelena caught sight of the man standing in the doorway.  

Yes, he was certainly a Volkov. 

 She squinted her eyes at the faint amount of light that entered the room ahead of the man. It wasn’t much but, after spending the last several hours in complete darkness, it was enough to make her re-adjust. As she rubbed her eyes, Volkov looked down on the skinny, frail women curled up on the mattress and shook his head, before giving her his familiar command that meant it was time to go. 

“Ustani kurva.”

 The translation sounded just as harsh in English as it did in Serbian.  

“Get up whore.” 

 Jelena’s eyes were finally adjusting to her surroundings, so she slowly forced herself up onto her side. In the past she had remained still as a sign of defiance, forcing Volkov further into the room to pick her up. But she had stopped doing that ever since the day he had unzipped his trousers and urinated all over her and the mattress. Now she knew it was better to get up of her own accord. Volkov was a vile piece of work and there was no point in goading him into showing her how vile he could really be. Complying so easily with orders also came with the bonus that it would make her seem more complicit to her tormentors. If she followed their commands without interference, maybe they would begin to believe that her spirit had been broken and think that she was an easier prisoner to handle. Perhaps their decision to take her on the train instead of the van was evidence that they already felt this way. That was perfect Jelena thought to herself as she rose unsteadily to her feet. 


Let them think I have given up and maybe one day they will stop guarding me so rigidly. 


“Pozuri” Volkov barked at her and Jelena followed his command to hurry up, leaving the stained, damp mattress behind and heading through the iron door that she spent so much of her time staring at the back of. 
 She was in the dingy corridor now that separated her room from where her tormentors spent most of their time. Even here, in what little light there was, Jelena was still forced to squint her eyes as they adjusted to their new surroundings.  
 The walk down the corridor was accompanied as it always was by the strong grip of Volkov on her arm. She wouldn’t try running here, there were still too many locked doors in her way. But this was just another example of how little her captors trusted her and how difficult it would be to eventually break free from their clutches.  
 They reached the end of the corridor and stopped at the heavy wooden door. Volkov kept one hand on Jelena’s arm while he used his free hand to turn the handle on the door and slowly open it. Jelena was quick to use her own free hand to shield her eyes from the oncoming barrage of light that she was knew was about to hit her as they moved from the corridor into the next area. With her eyes closed, she felt the tug from Volkov that meant they were moving again, and slowly she reopened her eyes to see where she was going. Though by now, she could have navigated the entire flat in blindness such was her familiarity with the layout of the place.  
 As her eyes acclimatised to the next room, she saw the usual items that told her she was in the kitchen. There were three empty beer bottles sitting on the table beside a pack of tobacco and a half-eaten loaf of bread. On the counter nearby was a slab of ham, which looked extremely fatty but to her empty stomach would have been more than welcome regardless. There was the small window that looked onto a red brick wall opposite, which meant that while they couldn’t see anyone outside, no one else could see in either. And of course, there was Zao sitting in a chair by the table, his t-shirt covered in breadcrumbs and a look of pure smugness on his blotchy pale face.  
 Their eyes met as she entered the room, but she quickly lowered hers to the floor. She didn’t want to give him any reason to think she might be trouble today. Trying to hold his gaze, as she had attempted in the past, had only caused him to see it as an act of defiance and had simply led to more beatings. Zao would be the man transporting her on the tube today which meant a mistake on his part was her only hope of escape. It made little sense to try and aggravate him before they had even left the flat.  

Zao meant wicked in Serbian and just like Volkov, Jelena had picked a name that suited its owner. 

 Zao stood up from his seat, causing the collection of breadcrumbs on his stomach to fall to the floor by his feet. Jelena tried not to look at the tiny pieces of food for too long. She hadn’t eaten in two days and the sight of anything edible was pure torture to her. Her level of starvation was so high that if she could, she would have picked up every single crumb from the floor and eaten it. But she would have to wait. They would feed her eventually; they had no choice if they wanted to keep making money from her. Not that the meal would be particularly appetising. Maybe a slice of bread. Possibly an apple. Certainly not any of the juicy meat lying on the counter and certainly not enough to satisfy her hunger. Whatever they gave her would be just enough to keep her functioning. The damage this malnutrition was doing to her on the inside was unclear, but it was clear what it was doing to her on the outside. She hadn’t had the chance to look at herself properly in a mirror since she had left Serbia, but she didn’t need to see herself in reflection to know she had lost a lot of weight during this ordeal. She could run her finger along each of her ribs while lying in bed at night and any soft fatty areas she had accumulated around her body in her adulthood had been wiped away within weeks of her capture. But she had always been relatively slim, so it hadn’t taken much in the way of food restriction to drop her weight to a dangerously low level.  
 She could only imagine what all this weight loss had done to her facial complexion. It certainly couldn’t have made her more attractive, which was strange because she would have thought looking attractive was a necessary requirement when it came to prostitution. She had realised that wasn’t the case though.  

The men who paid to be with her clearly put things like dominance and aggression ahead of trivial things like looks and beauty. 

 Zao stepped towards her and gripped her free arm tightly as he prepared to take her from the flat. Only then did Volkov finally release his own grip on her other arm. That was how it went. If she wasn’t alone in the cell, then she was being held onto by one of her tormentors until she got to the next one. 
 As she was led to the front door that would take her to the outside world, Jelena glanced at the empty bottles of beer on the table. She had once thought about reaching out for one of them and using it to stab at Zao. Maybe, if she was quick and accurate enough, she could have punctured a vital artery in his neck. Then maybe she could use another bottle to nullify the advancing Volkov who would have been coming at her quickly. But to do all that would require speed and bravery and an incredible amount of luck. If she failed in her attempt and merely wounded her captors, their level of aggression upon survival would have probably meant she would never make it out of that room alive.  
 No, she had her plan and she would stick to it. She would be alert to the slightest loosening of Zao’s grip at some point in the journey and when it came then she would run. 
 As Zao led her out of the flat and onto the quiet London street that led to the tube station, Jelena put all her energy into believing that her chance for escape would come sometime in the twenty minutes it would take to get to the next flat.  

And not a minute later than that. 
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 Harry Baxter hated his school uniform. He felt it made him look like a zebra and it was easy to see why. The blazer that bore the logo of his secondary school was black with a white trim. When you put the black tie alongside the crisp white shirt, black trousers and shoes then he didn’t just look like something ready to go school.  

He looked like something that should be running around on an African savannah.

 Of course, it was natural for him to hate his uniform. He was twelve which meant it was natural for him to hate everything. Clothes. School. People in authority. People not in authority. Yes, he was a typical twelve-year-old and like everyone else his age, he hated most things in life.  
 Except football.  

Football was cool.

 But there would be no football today. The hour at lunchtime that he would usually spend kicking a ball around with his classmates would instead be replaced by an hour of him hopefully sitting in the office of his father and getting to know him better. He didn’t know if he was dreaming by thinking that the day would go so well but if a child couldn’t dream then what else could they do? Just like the posters of the famous West Ham players on the walls around his bedroom inspired him to dream of one day being a footballer himself, the journey into Central London today inspired him to dream of finally having the father figure in his life that he had always longed for.  
 But just like the football fantasy required not just dreaming but hard work and effort, so too did his dream of meeting his father. In order to get on the path to the office where his dad was, he first needed to get out of going to school. He knew there was no way his mother would let him have the day off so pretending to be sick was a non-starter. If he was going to avoid the classroom and instead make it to the boardroom where his father appeared to be, then he would have to use all his cunning and imagination. Luckily, they were the type of things that boys his age possessed in abundance.  

“Harry! Hurry up!” 

 He heard his mum calling him from downstairs, in her typical frantic manner. Weekdays were always chaos in this house because they were always running late. Or more precisely, he was always running late. While his mum would be up early to have breakfast and prepare his packed lunch, he would be utilising every single possible minute he could get on his pillow. It was funny. He hated to go to bed in the evenings but by the time the morning came he could have stayed in there forever.  
 But today was different. 

He was already up and dressed. 

 He checked the digital clock by his bed and saw it was 07:45. That put him at least ten minutes ahead of schedule. Then again, he was more motivated to get moving today. Usually all he had to look forward to was a full day of dull classes taught by dull teachers. It was no wonder he didn’t leap from his slumber with enthusiasm and energy each morning. But today he had found no difficulty in getting out of bed. He’d been awake before his alarm went off, which was rare to say the least. He had even been up and out of bed when his mum had knocked on his door as she passed his bedroom on her way downstairs to the kitchen. She had presumed he had still been sleeping, which was fair enough as he nearly always was at that point. But today he had already been stood in front of his mirror, doing his tie and thinking about all the possibilities that the day ahead could hold.  

If he had surprised himself with his get up and go attitude this morning, then his mum would be positively stunned. 

 Harry grabbed his school bag and headed for the door. While he wasn’t planning on using any of the textbooks in his bag today, he had to at least keep up appearances until he was out of sight of his mother. The uniform and the rucksack made it appear like he was ready for another normal day at school but internally he was ready for something quite different altogether.  

“Morning mum” Harry said cheerily, breezing into the kitchen on his way to the fridge.  
 The woman in the room stopped what she was doing instantly and stared at her son like he had just grown a second head.  

“Am I dreaming?” she asked him through a mouthful of burnt toast.  

“Very funny” Harry said, opening the fridge and pulling out the large carton of orange juice.  

“You mean to say I don’t have to stand at the bottom of the stairs shouting at you for the next ten minutes before we leave?” she said, watching him guzzle the cold juice straight from the carton.  

“Not unless you want to” Harry said, pausing for air momentarily with an orange stain all around his mouth.  

“Well thank you for making this morning easier for me” she said smiling. “But drink from that carton one more time and I’ll pour it over your head.”

 Harry rolled his eyes and put the carton away while wiping his mouth 

“Sorry mum.” 

 He watched her as she went back to the piece of toast and cup of tea that she had been quickly consuming before he had interrupted her with his early appearance.  

“Got a busy day?” he asked her, noticing the pile of papers strewn across the kitchen table, all part of the accountant’s role she fulfilled every day working from home.  

“The usual” she mumbled back, washing down the dry piece of bread with her lukewarm tea.  

“I’m never getting a job” Harry said, “I’ve decided.”  

“Oh, you have, have you?” she replied, smirking at her son’s innocence. 

“Yeah, I’m going to be a stay-at-home son.”

 She laughed and almost sent a piece of toast flying across the room towards him. 

“Where have you got that from?” she asked after she had managed to compose herself.  

“I saw it on YouTube. This guy who lives at home made a video where he just shows his life and it looked pretty easy.” 


“I think you’ll change your mind when you get older” she said amused at his grand life plan.  

“I won’t” he replied in that cheeky way that always made her smile.  

“Come on, let’s get you on that bus” she said, wiping the crumbs from her hand and downing the last of her tea.  

“I thought I might walk today” Harry said, deciding now was the time to start putting his masterplan into action. 

“Walk all the way to school? No way, it’s too far.”


“I just mean to the bus stop.”

 She studied him with a puzzled expression on her face. So much so, that he began to worry that she was already suspicious of his behaviour, so he knew he needed to clarify his comments quickly.  

“It’s a nice day and I’m up early. You don’t need to drive me.” 

 She raised her eyebrows sceptically, and Harry could tell she was trying to figure out what he was up to. If he wanted to achieve his goal today, then he would have to do better than this. 

“I’m nearly thirteen, I can manage to walk to the bus stop on my own. And you can start work early.”

 He hoped the strategy of reminding her how grown up he was, combined with the tempting offer of her getting to start work instead of getting to start the car, might just do the trick. He could see she was now looking at all the papers on the kitchen table and running through the options in her mind. She had a lot of work to do and an extra twenty-minute head-start would surely be useful. 

“You’ll go straight to the bus stop, no stopping off anywhere on the way?”


“Straight to the bus stop” he replied calmly, trying to use his voice to soothe her concerns. He was young yes, but he was already well versed on how to deal with people. Particularly his mum.  
 He waited while she made the final calculations in her mind. It could go either way and Harry was still preparing himself to be disappointed with the outcome when she suddenly smiled and said: 

“It would be good to get started on all this work. And it is a lovely morning for a walk. I guess it’s alright, as long as you go straight to the bus stop and promise not to stop off anywhere on the way.” 

 Harry beamed at her.  

“Of course mum, thanks!”

 Two minutes later,
Harry waved to his mum on the doorstep as he walked away from her down the street in the direction of his bus stop. It wouldn’t take long to get there, only ten minutes and making the short trip in the car every day had always seemed like a bit of a waste of fuel. But the use of the car had always been necessary because Harry was infamous for running late, so most weekday mornings for the pair tended to be a high speed race through the streets of East London just to get him to school on time. In comparison today promised to be a much calmer commute.  
 Harry strode down the street with the early morning sun on his back and a smile on his face, which was there to alleviate his mother’s worries until she closed the door and stopped watching him. Eventually she did just that and now Harry could stop with the acting. While he had done his best to appear serene on the outside, his insides were a tangled mess of jangling nerves. It hadn’t just been the deception he had pulled over his mother, which he hated to do but had been ultimately necessary.  

It was because now he had gotten this far into his plan then the only thing that could stop him seeing it through to completion was himself. 

 He walked on until he was out of sight of his home then made a left onto the next street. The large blazer hanging over his skinny frame was already causing him to sweat and he thought about taking it off. But if he did that then he would have had to carry it with his hands as his rucksack was already full of books, so he decided against it for now. He decided he’d wait until he got to the tube before removing it. 
 As Harry carried on uncomfortable in his zebra-like attire, he thought again about how stupid the whole concept of school uniform was. You’d think schools would ease up on the dress code of its pupils during the summer term but there was no such luck. They were required to wear blazers, come wind, rain or twenty-five-degree heat. Harry had rebelled once last year during his first term at secondary school, turning up to registration without the blazer and with both his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His defence that it was an unusually sunny day in September hadn’t been enough to prevent him landing in detention, or his mum from receiving a £20 fine for failing to ensure her son was dressed appropriately. School was unfair, there was no two ways about it.  

But at least he wouldn’t have to endure it today. 

 Harry made his way through the residential streets until he was alongside the site where West Ham Football Club’s famous old stadium used to be. The demolition of Upton Park and the team’s movement four miles west to the more modern Olympic stadium in Stratford had been heart-breaking for Harry when it had happened back in 2016. Living just a five minute walk from where his heroes used to play had given him many a happy childhood memory growing up. Now the team had relocated, the distance, along with the subsequent rise in ticket prices, meant he didn’t attend anywhere near as many games as he had before. He had felt the loss of the team ever since the club had moved out and the bulldozers had moved in and he wasn’t the only one. While he had only been eight at the time, he still vividly remembered the sight of grown men openly weeping during the last game in the stadium and even saw a couple of them laying flowers at the gates after the final whistle. 
 But now the area looked completely different. The towering stands had been replaced by looming apartment blocks and the hustle and bustle of a matchday had shifted to a different part of the city. All that remained here were a few murals of former players on the side of disused buildings and random pieces of graffiti longing for a return to the old days. It was almost like the heart had been ripped out of the area and, even at his young age, he understood what it meant to identify as part of a tribe.  

More specifically, what it meant for that identity to be taken away. 

 His thoughts returned to the father he was hoping to meet for the first time today. Did he support West Ham? Did he even like football? The answer to those questions wasn’t vitally important to him but he would be lying if he said he hadn’t daydreamed about standing on the terraces of the Hammers new home and belting out “I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles” with his dad by his side. He’d been to games with his mum a few times, but she had never really enjoyed it and had been more than happy for him to go with his best friend Mustaf and his father instead. It would be great if he could go to a game with his own father and not just someone else’s. 
 Harry was snapped out of his footballing daydream by the appearance of the circular red and blue sign hanging from the side of the building ahead of him. It was the logo of the London Underground and this particular display belonged to Upton Park station, Harry’s real destination this morning. As he reached the station’s entrance, he peeled off his heavy blazer and hung it over one of his shoulders and now, feeling more comfortable, he headed through the doors and towards the staircase that would lead him down to the train tracks.  
 The bus stop he should have been on his way to was a couple of minutes further down the road and Harry knew it was only a matter of time before his mum found out he hadn’t boarded the vehicle that would have taken him to school this morning. There would be arguments, there would be harsh words and there would probably be a few tears when she did find out where he had really gone today. But no matter what happened, she would understand why he had felt so compelled to do it, of that there could be no denying. 
          He deserved to meet his father for the first time today. 
          And that was exactly what he was going to do. 




April
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 April Adams wondered when the feeling in her legs would return. It had been almost half an hour since the Pilates class had ended and she was still no nearer to being able to walk properly. Not only that but the slightest movement in any direction caused an intense burning in her stomach muscles. It was times like this that she had to wonder what would come first; the six pack or death?  
 She made another attempt to put on her heels, but it was no good. Leaning forward even slightly left her lower torso feeling like it had been dipped in a vat of acid. She knew gym instructors liked to tell their clients to feel the burn, but this was ridiculous.  

Any more burning and she might just go up in flames. 

 She quickly gave up on her heels and dropped them to the floor, before pressing her back against the wall of lockers she was sitting in front of. Being in the changing room of a gym at this time of day was a new experience for her. If she ever did any exercise, and it was a big if, it was always done in the evenings or on weekends. But never first thing in the morning. Now she knew why that was. She could barely function at this hour, let alone try and improve her fitness levels. 
 The Pilates class she had just completed was one part of her attempt to become more healthier this year but, so far, she was getting mixed results. Dragging her tired, unfit body through high intensity workouts was one thing. Eating salads and cutting down on alcohol was another thing altogether. Though she was doing her best to adhere to something that resembled a routine when it came to exercise, her diet plan still required a lot of work. She wasn’t overweight, far from it in fact, but she had noticed she had been beginning to accumulate little rolls of fat where previously there had been none before. After some quick calculations, she had realised that if she remained on the same track for the next few years of her life then those rolls of fat would probably become more like baguettes of fat and that just didn’t bear thinking about. So here she was, attempting to scorch the little bits of flab with crazy sessions of Pilates and stingy portions of greens.  

But it would have been easier to scorch them with a blowtorch than endure another twenty four hours of this regime.

 She checked her phone and saw she didn’t have time to sit here forever contemplating her existence, so forced herself to lean forward on the bench again where she eyed her heels with scepticism. She was not entirely convinced she would be able to get them on but had no choice but to try again.  
 She picked them up and made another attempt and through gritted teeth, some strange noises and a lot of uncomfortable manoeuvres, she finally managed to get the shoes on her feet. It was a minor victory but a victory all the same, so she took a moment to enjoy it. Resting her head against the lockers, she closed her eyes and waited for the latest wave of abdominal pain to ease off again.  

“You look like you enjoyed the class” someone said to her from across the room. 
 April’s eyes popped open and she looked around for the speaker. It was easy to find her as there was only one other person in the room. It was a dark-skinned, dark-haired woman dressed in lycra, standing by an open locker and peeling an orange. April recognised the woman from the class she had just completed but that was where any commonalities between them ended. Whereas April had been reduced to a sweaty aching mess after the sixty-minute session, this woman looked like she could easily go for another hour. There wasn’t a bead of sweat on her body or a hair out of place on her head. She looked exactly how April liked to imagine herself appearing while exercising rather than the drenched, floundering mess she actually was. 
 April watched the goddess-like tear into the piece of fruit and tried to summon up the energy to converse.  

“I think I’m dying” April eventually managed to force out.


 The women laughed and chewed on a segment of orange before washing it down with a swig from her water bottle.  

“You’re not dying but I think walking is going to be tough for a couple of days.”

 April laughed. She already knew that but now it was confirmed she had no other choice. It was either that or cry and she only allowed herself to cry after two bottles of wine.  

“Do you go to a lot of classes?” April asked the woman who clearly went to a lot of classes. 

“Yeah I try to get in at least five a week. If I can time it around the kids of course.” 

 She finished the orange and tossed the pieces of skin into a bin before turning back to her locker. 

“You have kids?” April asked, not quite believing that it was possible. This woman’s body was so slim and toned that there was no way she could be a mother.  

“Two daughters. Five and three. Absolute terrors, the pair of them.”

 She looked back at April and winked. April could only look back in astonishment. Here she was struggling to find the time for one workout while this goddess was doing more than her with two children to raise.  

“Wow that’s incredible. You don’t look like you’ve had children” April said. 

“Aww thank you. But I didn’t look like this just after the births, I can tell you.”

 April laughed again, which was annoying because it made her stomach hurt every time she did.  

“I’m Rihanna” the woman said, walking over and offering out her hand.  
 April tentatively held out her hand just far enough as to where it didn’t make her feel like her abs would rip to shreds. 

“Oh cool. Like the singer” she said as they shook hands.  
 What a cringy comment, April immediately thought to herself as their hands parted again. She must get that all the time. But thankfully Rihanna just smiled. 

“Yeah exactly like the singer. Except without all the money, talent and fame.” 

 That was something, April thought. This woman was super-fit and smashing motherhood out of the park but at least she wasn’t arrogant.  
 April realised she hadn’t given her name yet, which was probably why Rihanna was continuing to stand in front of her waiting for her to speak.  

“I’m April” she finally said. 

“What a cool name!” Rihanna exclaimed, a lot more excited about it than April was.  

“Yeah it’s alright I guess.” 


“Are you kidding? It’s a great name. It conjures up nice thoughts. Like springtime.”


“Or showers” April said with a deadpan expression. 
 Rihanna burst out laughing and April smiled again. She had made that joke many times before, but it always got a laugh. There was nothing like a bit of self-deprecating humour to win somebody over.  
 Rihanna made her way back to her side of the changing room and pulled a pink towel from her locker.  

“Does it get any easier?” April asked her, referring of course to the absolute hell that was Inferno Pilates.  

“Yeah it does” Rihanna replied. “That’s when you move on to Hot Inferno Pilates.”

 The expression on April’s face showed her she was certainly not going to move on to Hot Inferno Pilates and Rihanna smiled again.  

“Don’t worry, it’s not as bad as it sounds. It’s the same workout except they just crank the heat up to make you sweat more.” 


“I think I sweated enough in the normal class, thank you very much” April said, shuddering at the thought of how she had been reduced to a glistening mess within five minutes of the class starting.  

“Stick with it” Rihanna advised her as she closed her locker and turned the key. “If you can get through several of these classes a week then you can get through anything.” 

 April felt fairly sceptical about that suggestion but decided against saying anything further.  

“Are you off to work?” Rihanna asked as she carried her towel and shampoo towards the showers. 

“Yeah unfortunately. But I’ve got a date first.” 

 Rihanna stopped, instantly intrigued by the comment. 

“Pilates and a date, all before nine am. You are a dark horse aren’t you” she said with a wry smile. 

“Believe me, this is not a normal morning for me” April replied, displaying an expression that told the woman that she wasn’t joking. 

“Well good luck, hopefully your date won’t be as sweaty as you were in there” she said cheekily before turning back to the showers.  

“Thanks, let’s hope not” April shouted after her, smirking at the humorous comment.  

“Catch you at the next class” Rihanna called over her shoulder as she disappeared around the corner of the changing room.  
 April heard the shower being turned on and wished she had time for another one of her own. She had been forced to take hers quickly in order to give herself enough time to get out of here and across London for her date. Although after throwing on her dress suit in a hurried fashion, she had hit a metaphorical wall and ended up slumped on the bench for the last ten minutes. But she couldn’t sit here all day so, with a deep breath, she pushed herself up off the bench and on to her feet. Thankfully, they didn’t wobble as much as they had done the last time she had tried standing, so now she was at least able to finish packing her used gym gear into her backpack.  

It wasn’t ideal to take a bag full of sweaty clothes to a first date but then there wasn’t much in her life that was ideal. 

 She closed the locker and slung her backpack over her shoulder before picking up her handbag and making her way out of the changing room. She heard Rihanna singing in the shower as she left and realised the woman had been right when she had downplayed her similarities to the famous pop star earlier.  

She didn’t have the vocal talents of the other Rihanna, that was for sure. 

 April emerged from the changing rooms and into the reception area of the gym, which was populated by the usual assortment of people you find in such a place. There was the old guy sitting in the corner, reading a newspaper. There was the meathead in the vest, chugging his protein shake and eyeing up every female that passed him by. And there was the group of personal trainers, assembled around one of the tables and grabbing a quick bowl of salad before putting another bunch of people through misery and pain.  
 Sitting amongst the swarm of trainers was the woman responsible for April’s pain this morning. Her name was Shauna, she was in her mid-twenties and she looked like she hadn’t eaten a carb since Tony Blair was in power. Shauna’s classes were known for their motivational quotes as much as they were for their intense exercises and today had been no exception. One of her favourite lines was “don’t tell me your tired, tell me you want more!” which she liked to shout when the workouts were reaching their crescendo and the participants were all flailing around on the floor like wet fish.  

I won’t tell you that I’m tired April had thought as she had been trying to get her body to do what it was supposed to be doing during the class, but I will tell you to f off.  
 She smiled at herself as she passed Shauna and the gang of full-time fitness freaks and reached the reception desk, where a quick swipe of her members card was all it took to get out of there and back into the free world again.  
 As she stepped through the sliding doors of the gym and out onto the street, she was pleased to see the deep blue skies overhead. She had arrived at the gym before the sun had fully risen in the sky and the air was still chilly but now it was a more respectable time of morning and the warmth of the sun on her tired body was enough to reenergise her for the day ahead. This was definitely her favourite time of year. London always came alive in the summer and the next few months promised to be a lot of fun in the city. There were festivals to attend, rooftop bars to enjoy and many, many lazy Sundays lying in the parks that were dotted around this concrete jungle. Best of all was the seven day holiday that was coming up in July, when she would leave behind the world of Pilates and office politics to enjoy a week of partying and sunbathing on the famous white isle itself, Ibiza.  
 Her and her best friend Katie had booked the trip during the winter months, when their moods had been low and the sun was just a distant memory for their pale, vitamin D deprived bodies and, now it was almost here, she could barely contain her excitement. She had been to the island twice before and had loved every minute of her time there so she was sure the next trip would be just as memorable. This was the year she would turn thirty and as scary as that was, there was no better place to visit for what would be the last holiday of her twenties. All she had to do was keep up with the Pilates and the diet before then and she would reap the rewards when she was on that beach competing with all the other skinny, tanned women for the attention of the men out there. Unless of course today’s date went so well that she found herself in a relationship by the time the holiday came around.  
 It was unlikely, but not impossible, that the guy she was meeting today could turn out to be appealing enough to take her off the market and propel her into the world of date nights and cosy mornings lying in together. Although that would throw a huge spanner in the works for Katie, who planned on spending the entire week abroad getting her friend into as much trouble with men as she did. 
 April passed a corner shop and thought about darting in to buy a can of something fizzy to wake her up before the date. But she decided against it. Sugar was the enemy and all that. But as she passed the shop, she caught a glimpse of herself in the window and froze in panic.  

She looked terrible. 

 It was at that point that she realised that, between the exhaustion of the Pilates class and the random conversation with Rihanna, she had completely forgotten to put her makeup on. Now here she was twenty minutes out from a first date looking like something out of a horror movie. It wasn’t quite that bad in reality but, in her mind it was, and she quickly tried to figure out how she could solve this mess she had gotten herself into.  
 Her flat was in the wrong direction to where she was currently headed so she couldn’t go back there in time. She wasn’t aware of any public toilets on the way that she could use for the task either, although the thought of stepping foot in a public toilet in London made her feel too sick to really consider it as an option. There was nothing for it. She would have to apply her makeup on the train journey between Angel and Monument. It would be annoying, and it wouldn’t be a perfect job, but it would have to do.  
 She quickened her pace and headed for the tube station as fresh beads of sweat began to form on her brow from the early morning heat. She knew that the temperature out here was nothing compared to what it would be in the underground station and any benefits she may have got from her earlier shower would most likely be cancelled out by being thrust into a sweaty, human-filled tunnel. The temperature on the Northern Line in summer could make a hot Pilates class seem positively chilly and certainly wasn’t the ideal place to prepare for a first date, so as her tube station came into view, April once again allowed herself to smile at how perfectly ridiculous her life always seemed to be.  
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 Bogdan Petrovic stared out across the vast city before him and wondered when he would ever start to enjoy living here. From this vantage point, high up on the 22nd floor of the office in Central London, he could see several iconic landmarks that had helped to make London famous around the world. Big Ben, the most recognisable clock face on the planet, standing tall and proud above the Houses of Parliament. Not far from there was the London Eye, the ghost-white wheel that gave hundreds of tourists a unique view of the city every day. And in the distance was The Shard, that metal megalith that seemed to be almost touching the heavens, looking particularly stunning today as it shimmered and glistened in the early morning sunlight. They were all things that had helped put London on the map, alongside double-decker buses, black cabs and the Royal Family waving from the balcony of Buckingham Palace. They were also the same things that Bogdan had included in his fantasies of living in this city, when he had been back home in Serbia dreaming of a new life overseas.  
 Of course, the line between fantasy and reality was a harsh one. In fact, it could be better described as less of a line and more of a canyon and Bogdan wouldn’t have argued with that depiction. Yes, he was here now, physically standing in the city he had wanted to be in. But all that other stuff he had dreamt about hadn’t quite materialised yet. The lazy walks by the Thames, the large pub meals washed down by multiple pints of high strength lager or even just the experience of having his own home to unwind in. He was still no nearer to any of it.  

Worst of all, he worried that if things carried on as they did, he would never get to have them. 

 He forced himself away from the seductive view and back to the thing he should have been focusing on instead. It was the coffee-stained, sauce-covered table that was part of the canteen used by the employees of Miller Marketers, a trendy advertising company based in Oxford Circus. The people who worked here were some of the most talented creatives in the country, all pulling down high salaries in return for their in-demand work producing advertising copy for large businesses around the world. Not that you would think it by looking at the state of their kitchen.  

It looked more like the habitat of a bunch of feral children rather than a group of business professionals. 

 Bogdan had been tidying up after these people for several months now and it never seemed to make much difference. Each morning that he arrived here saw him met with the same tsunami of mess as had greeted him the previous day. No matter how hard he scrubbed, polished and mopped, the place would be a bombsite again by the time the people who worked here had finished putting their imprint on it that day. But he was a professional with a job to do and so he couldn’t let the banality of it all prevent him from his work. He picked up the bottle of kitchen cleaner and squirted it out across the mucky table and, with a few swipes of his cloth, the dirt and debris were removed as quickly as his hopeful dreams of London life had been.  
 Physically, being an office cleaner wasn’t a difficult job. The heaviest thing he had to lift here was an overloaded bin bag and the only thing that got him mildly out of breath was the staircase he had to use while the lift was being cleaned by a colleague. No, the physical aspect of this job was okay. It was the mental side that proved the most difficult. Performing such menial tasks every day with the regularity of clockwork, without room for the type of invention or creation that the employees here got to regularly enjoy, meant that his mind was constantly being dulled and squandered. It was difficult to think positive thoughts when faced with a line of dirty toilet cubicles. Just like it was difficult to use your imagination and think freely when lumbered with a large open-plan office that required a hoover running over it.  
 He hadn’t exactly been sure what job he wanted to do when he had arrived in London but office cleaning throughout the night hadn’t been on that list. But as one quickly learns when trying to start a new life in one of the most expensive places on the planet, if you are going to survive then you are going to need money to do so. If that money isn’t quickly forthcoming, which it certainly hadn’t been for Bogdan, then you better be prepared to do anything.  

This was his anything. 

 While he had known that accepting a job working for a cleaning company called Shine Magic wasn’t going to fill his days with action and adventure, he had at least presumed it would give him a few of the basic necessities that made life worth living. Like financial stability, friendship and a general sense of satisfaction at a day’s work well done. Suffice to say, that hadn’t been the case and, despite him working all the hours he could get to earn a liveable wage here, he was still constantly in a state of peril about paying his bills and keeping a roof over his head. Never mind money for a nice meal in one of the many restaurants in this cuisine-loving city, he was just lucky to have enough left over each week to pay for some tinned food and a can of his favourite lager.  
 The friendship front had been just as barren. While he was spending each shift with half a dozen other employees of Shine Magic, the conversation wasn’t exactly flowing. That was mainly down to the fact that the workers here were a diverse bunch and, while they all spoke their native language fluently, it didn’t help that nobody else they worked with did. Portuguese. Greek. Columbian. Moroccan. The cast of characters that made up Bogdan’s team of co-workers were certainly well travelled, just like him. However, unlike him, they barely ventured outside speaking in their first language, primarily because they couldn’t, so any communication was generally limited to nods of the head and respectful but nervous eye contact. As for job satisfaction, forget it. There was little pleasure to take in tidying up after ungratefully privileged people all day.  

“Hey!”

 Bogdan looked up from the table and saw a man in a black shirt and jeans beckoning to him. Speaking of ungratefully privileged people...


“Yeah you. Follow me!” 

 The man gestured for Bogdan to come then walked away from the doorway with an air of entitled authority. Bogdan shook his head and threw down his dishcloth. There were many parts of this job that he hated but this had to be the worst. Being ordered around by people who believed they were superior just because they weren’t wearing a cleaner’s uniform was not Bogdan’s idea of fun. But at least it was an opportunity to have a break from cleaning so, forcing his weary body out of the kitchen and into the office corridor, Bogdan went in the direction of the man who had just beckoned him to follow.  
 He knew who the guy was. He’d seen him plenty of times. He was the occupant of the corner office that overlooked the heaving mess that was Oxford Street, one of the busiest retail avenues in the world. It was a nice office with a good view so Bogdan figured he must hold a senior position in this company. He followed the man into his office, passing the door that bore the name and title of its owner.  

Tony Wedgeford. Director.

 Bogdan stood awkwardly just inside the door of the office as Tony walked around to the other side of his large oakwood desk and proceeded to lift something out from under it. It was a bin, which he placed on top of his desk.  

“Do you speak English?” he asked Bogdan without looking at him.  
 Bogdan wasn’t sure what this was about, but he nodded. Tony glanced at him and saw the reaction. 

“Good, at least one of you does.”  
 He looked away from Bogdan again and lifted the bin. 

“Maybe then you can you tell me why this hasn’t been emptied?” he said, shaking the bin in his hand.   

“Erm...”

 Bogdan didn’t have an answer. He knew he wasn’t responsible for cleaning this office and so could only assume one of his colleagues had either forgot to do it or hadn’t got around to it yet. But his hesitance only served to make Tony more irritated than he already was.  

“I thought you said you spoke English.”

 Bogdan nodded again. 

“Then speak it for heaven’s sake.” 

 Bogdan cared for this man about as much as the man seemed to care for him, but he couldn’t afford to do anything that might cost him his job, so he bit his tongue and forced out a positive reply.   

“I’m sorry sir. I’ll get that emptied for you now.” 

 He stepped towards the imposing desk and took the bin from the man behind it. Tony shook his head as Bogdan walked away then sat back down in front of his laptop.  

“Great. I’d do it myself but I’m a bit busy trying to run a million pound company”. 

 Bogdan paused at the doorway as he heard the comment. It was tempting at that moment to turn back around, walk over to the desk and empty the contents of the bin all over its owner. But instead he just shook his head and walked out of the office without saying a word.  

“Close the door behind you.”

 Tony didn’t look up from his computer screen as Bogdan turned around and reached for the door handle. As he pulled the door closed, he caught a glimpse of one of the photos on the cabinet behind Tony. It showed the man smiling alongside a dark-haired woman and a bald-headed baby. Presumably it was his wife and child. Amazingly, even people like this could be loved by somebody, Bogdan thought as the door closed and he walked away down the corridor. A family of his own was one of the fantasies Bogdan had entertained while pondering what his future life in the UK could look like. But finding a wife and fathering a child were a million miles away from where he was now.  

At present he could barely afford to feed himself, let alone anyone else. 

 He returned to the kitchen and poured the contents of Tony’s office bin into the larger one under the counter. As he did that, he noticed a piece of paper miss the bin and fall onto the floor. With all the fatigue of someone approaching the end of a long nightshift, Bogdan slowly bent his knees and picked the piece of paper up off the ground. It was only as he was about to throw it away that he saw what was written across it in blue biro.  

Can’t stop thinking about you. We should do that again some time. A xx

 Bogdan wondered what the message was about, who it was from and why it had been given to Tony. He guessed it wasn’t from Tony’s wife, who presumably didn’t work here. Maybe it was a co-worker. Maybe Tony was being a naughty boy. But whatever it was, and whatever it meant, wasn’t Bogdan’s concern. He threw the paper into the bin and closed the lid. If Tony was stupid enough to be having an affair, and even more stupid enough to be carelessly disposing of notes from his lover, then it was only a matter of time before his wife found out. What a silly guy, Bogdan thought as he walked to the sink and washed his hands. Some people can seemingly have it all and still they want more.  

Bogdan knew he would just be happy with something, never mind everything.  
 He glanced at the clock on the far wall and saw that it was time for his days’ work to come to an end. Most of the employees in this office would be arriving within the next thirty minutes and it was always good to be out of sight before they showed up. Dealing with one person like Tony was enough.  

You didn’t want to deal with an office load of them. 

 After wiping his hands on a tea towel, Bogdan made his way out of the kitchen, which was now in a much more presentable state for the day ahead. It was a pity it wouldn’t stay that way, but he would be back tomorrow to make the best of it again. For now, there was only one thing he would be doing.  

Getting on that train and getting to his bed before he had to come back and do it all over again. 

 Bogdan glanced at Tony’s door as he walked past it on the way to the elevator and, with a brief flash of inspiration penetrating his tired mind, he had an idea to make a bit of mischief.  
 He reached up to the door and slid out the job title card from its position beneath Tony’s name. Then he looked around at the other doors for a suitable title to swap it with. He soon saw the one and quickly made the swap.  
 Bogdan smiled at himself as he pressed the button and waited for the lift that would take him all the way back down to street level. Sure, he had been immature, but you had to get your kicks wherever you could find them these days and Bogdan had made sure to do just that. He imagined what Tony’s reaction would be when he saw that somebody had changed his job title on his office door. The downgrade from Tony - Director to Tony - Admin Support was a steep one and, based on what little he knew about the obnoxious man, he was likely to take offence to it.  
 That was all Bogdan needed to keep the smile on his face as he entered the elevator and waited for the doors to close on another day of work in London. All that was keeping him from his bed now was a short train journey home via the London Underground.  

Hopefully it would be a peaceful journey…
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 Jelena Markovic frantically ran down the steps of the train station escalator. She was barged, pushed and moaned at by nearly everyone she passed but that was the least of her worries. She knew he was behind her and he had always been quicker than she was.  
 She reached the bottom and quickly scanned her surroundings. There was one tunnel straight ahead and one tunnel to her left. They had just come from the latter, so she took the one straight ahead. Hopefully he would choose the wrong option and she would be free. But knowing her luck he would guess correctly and still be on her tail. She didn’t turn around to check. It would slow her down and waste precious seconds.  

She just had to keep running. 

 The opportunity to escape had come from nowhere. The man she had nicknamed Zao had led her up the escalator and was taking her towards the exit barriers, just like all the other times he had done it over the last couple of months. His hand had gripped her thin arm tightly for the duration of the journey, which had also been completely normal. They had both remained silent, as always, though of course for him it was through choice. Jelena had made eye contact with several strangers in the tube carriage on the way but there was only so much you could say non-verbally and, no matter how hard she tried, nobody ever seemed to realise she was using her eyes to beg for help.  Yes, it had just been like all the other times they had made the journey.  

Until suddenly it wasn’t.  
 This time there had been one crucial difference. It was the difference that meant she was now running free through the Underground instead of being led back to that hellhole of a flat where the men were waiting.  
 Someone shouted at her to stop running as she sprinted down the tunnel. But it didn’t bother her because it was just a stranger saying it. It wasn’t him. Maybe he wasn’t behind her now. There was only one way to find out, but she still couldn’t bear to look.  

She just kept running. 

 She reached another escalator and descended it even quicker than the last one. The crowds had thinned out down here which made her journey faster and, within seconds, she was on the platform. She hadn’t even checked to see if this was the northbound or southbound platform. But that wasn’t critical.  

All that mattered was that she got on the next train and he didn’t. 

 It started with a low rumbling in the distance. As Jelena looked down the tunnel, she saw the first evidence of lights glowing in the darkness. Within seconds, they were almost blinding. She knew it would only be a matter of time before the train roared into the station, shattering what little peace there was with the sound of squealing brakes, before unleashing another load of commuters onto the platform. 
 The rumbling reminded Jelena of the bombs she would hear bursting in the distance as a young girl in her native Serbia. The bright lights were reminiscent of the flashing that accompanied the explosions, which would illuminate the tiny flat she shared with her mother and sister. When the light was blinding, it meant the bomb was bigger. And closer. But it also meant the glow would last longer and give her a few more seconds to make out the pictures stuck to the wall. They were the drawings she and her sister had created during the day while her mother was out trying to find food. But if the bombs were really close, the vibrations would cause the drawings to fall from the walls along with anything else that wasn’t fixed down. And finally, just like the commuters surging from within the train, one day the soldiers had surged through her family’s front door. When they had left, much like a train platform, there was silence again. Until the next time. Though she was now in her twenties, thoughts of her childhood returned to her as regularly as trains came through this station.  
 As the passengers disembarked, Jelena pushed past them to get into the carriage. She was slammed into hard by an older man with a briefcase strap on his shoulder, but the shock of the impact affected him more than her. She was used to it and while he turned to look at her, disgruntled and aghast, she just carried on moving.  
 She was under the fluorescent lighting of the carriage now, away from the crazy platform. But it was still just as hectic in here. She squeezed herself into a small space as far from the open door as she could get, then silently prayed for the doors to close. After what felt like forever, but was no more than a couple of seconds, the warning alarm sounded, signifying that the doors were obeying her wishes.  

“Please stand clear of the closing doors.” 

 With a whooshing sound, they were shut. Jelena could breathe again.  
 Until the doors suddenly reopened and she felt her breath catch in her throat. 

“Please ensure all bags and coats are inside the train and not obstructing the doors.”

 Jelena held her breath as more seconds ticked by, seconds that were giving her pursuer the chance to catch up. The delay might be insignificant. She could still be fine.  

Or it might have been just enough of a hold up to allow him to make it onto the same train as her. 

 Eventually the beeping sounded again and the doors closed for a second time. This time they remained sealed and, with a jarring lurch, the train was on its way. It was impossible to tell if he had made it on board with her. She was surrounded by so many other people that she couldn’t even see if he was in her carriage, let alone any of the other carriages. All she could do was think positive thoughts.  
 He wasn’t on this train.  

She had escaped him. 

 She felt a strong elbow dig into the left side of her ribs but was relieved to see it was just another passenger jockeying for position. For a split second, the feeling of it had transported her back to that flat and, in her mind’s eye, she saw him again. The tall, thin man in the dark grey suit, no older than thirty. At first, he hadn’t seemed like the others. They were usually older and balder and fatter and grumpier. But he was youthful. Kinder. Happier. It’s amazing how wrong you can be about someone just from judging them by their appearance.  

It turned out he had been the worst. 

 Whereas the older men were pleased just to be inside her, that wasn’t enough for him. He wasn’t content with knowing he was causing her emotional distress by raping her. He wanted to cause physical pain too. Slapping. Punching. Kicking. Maybe he had paid extra for that. All she knew was that he had given her scars that she would carry forever.  
 Hopefully, when she took the police to that flat, they would find him and arrest him. Maybe they would catch them all and maybe she could save the other girls. There had to be others. She hadn’t been the only one in the back of that lorry from Belgrade, so it was highly unlikely she was the only one forced into doing that kind of work. She had been smuggled over with at least twenty other people when she had made the illegal journey from Serbia to London at the end of last year. Jelena thought she had been paying for an exciting new life in the UK, but upon arrival in her new country she had quickly discovered that she was caught up in a sex trafficking nightmare from which there had been seemingly no escape.  
 The thought of another woman chained up and being made to satisfy paying customers for months on end was powerful enough to remind her that she hadn’t actually made good on her freedom yet. She was still a long way from getting to a police station. By the time she got there maybe the flat would have been cleared and they would be gone.  

But she had to at least try. 

 Jelena looked at the map of the Underground above her head and tried to figure out where she was going. She had no idea which direction she was travelling in. According to the map, the next station was either Oxford Circus or Euston. Either would be fine. They were both busy stations and more crowds meant less chance of being seen by anyone who might be looking for her.  

Truthfully, anywhere was better than where she had been going. 

 For a second, she thought about staying on the tube and going further, to put as much distance between herself and him as possible. But that was risky. Maybe he had gone above ground and made a phone call. There might be people looking out for her on the line. She needed to get onto the streets as quickly as possible and disappear into the city.  
 The train slowed a little in the tunnel and the motion spun her into the burly man standing behind her. His expression showed annoyance, up until the second he registered her attractiveness. Then he smiled.  

But she opened her mouth and his smile quickly vanished. 

 She turned away from him again. He was probably still looking at her but that was fine. As long as he didn’t touch. Because now she was free, she could fight back. She had tried fighting back once, with one of the first customers she had been forced to be with. She had bitten into the man’s ear as he pushed down on top of her and there had been a lot of blood and screaming. Having half his ear ripped off probably hadn’t been what the man had imagined when he had handed over his money for an hour in a room with an Eastern European woman. But the beating she took after that was enough to stop her trying it again.  
 Initially she thought all the bruises and broken bones would make her less appealing to the other customers and that she would get a break. Unfortunately, that hadn’t been the case. She had ended up being just as busy as she had been before, but it was a lot more painful. She wondered about the man whose ear she had partially bitten off and how he explained it to other people in his life. His partner. His boss. His children. He had probably blamed it on a dog or an assault in a pub. At least every time he looked in the mirror, he would remember her. Just like every time she looked in the mirror, she would remember every single man she had been forced to be with. 

“The next station is Euston. Change here for Victoria Line and National Rail services.” 

 The sound of the announcement was enough to push thoughts of the past from her mind and refocus her on the immediate future. She was travelling northbound. Not that it really mattered, but after a lifetime of uncertainty, just knowing which tiny part of the map she was on in this huge city was comforting.   
 Jelena braced herself as the brakes were applied again and the train began to slow down in preparation for its arrival on the next platform. Whereas before she couldn’t wait for the doors to close, now she couldn’t wait for them to open. The passengers were already jostling towards the exits and she allowed herself to be carried along by their momentum.   
 The doors opened and the contents of the carriage spilled onto the platform. Jelena scurried through the throngs of passengers, following the exit signs. It felt like forever since she had been outside in the fresh air. But now she was close. 
 She took the escalator two steps at a time, finding boundless energy in her once broken and depleted body. All she had to do was get through the ticket barriers and she would be out.  

The ticket barriers. 

 Of course, she had no ticket. Zao had always used his Oyster card to take her between the flat where she was kept and the flat where she was made to work. Without a ticket, she wouldn’t be able to get to the exit. But she wasn’t going to let such a tiny detail stop her now. She had spent enough time using the Underground to notice people without tickets sneaking through behind paying passengers. All it took was speed.  

She had plenty of that today.

 Jelena headed for the wide gate on the end, the one designed for passengers with large luggage and, more importantly, the one where the gates don’t close as quickly as the others. She spotted a Chinese man with a blue suitcase tapping his Oyster card on the barrier and saw the gates swinging open for him. He dragged the suitcase through behind him and Jelena was hot on his heels. She was through the barriers before they had time even to begin their process of closure. She was now mere feet from the final escalator, which would take her up to ground level and into the crisp London air.  

Jelena was just about to start running again when she felt a hand on her shoulder. 

 She stopped dead in her tracks. Surely it wasn’t him. A ticket officer must have seen her sneaking through without payment and followed her out. He was just doing his job. But he had no idea how insignificant it was in the grand scheme of things. Explaining the situation would be difficult but she had no choice. His grip was too strong. Jelena turned around and looked for the ticket inspector.  
 But there was none.  

It was Zao.

 She felt the strong grip on her small arm grow even tighter as her captor leaned into her and whispered that they would harm her sister if she didn’t comply. She felt the life drain from her body as she was led back towards the ticket barriers. She wanted to call out. To beg for help. To tell everyone who this man was and where he was taking her. But she couldn’t. It was the same reason she hadn’t been able to ask for help on the tube today or any other day she had been on it. It was the reason the man in her carriage had stopped smiling at her when she opened her mouth.  
 When Jelena had first discovered what her captors planned to use her for in the UK, the threats to her family back home had been enough to make her comply with their orders. But after a while, she had begun to sense that the threats to her loved ones weren’t entirely credible, so she had started to look harder for an opportunity to escape. When the van they usually used to transport her to work had broken down by the roadside, her captors had begun taking her on the tube instead.  

That was her opportunity. 

 Worn down by several weeks of physical and emotional abuse, and despite the continued threats to her family in Serbia if she tried anything, Jelena had called out to a passing woman for help when entering a station.  
 Unfortunately, the men had dragged her away before the woman had been able to raise the alarm and, as unappealing as it was, she had presumed another simple beating would be her punishment. But her captor’s evil knew no bounds and one of the first things they had done when they had her back in their flat was engage the services of an Eastern European surgeon who most definitely wasn’t on any kind of medical board in the UK. The operation he performed to remove half of her tongue had been a success in as much as it had left her completely incapable of speaking and therefore shouting for help ever again. The fact that she had been left sounding like an incoherent mute had done nothing to put off the customers who paid for the experience of being with her. Just like the sound of her trying to shout for help as she was dragged back to the tube was doing nothing amongst the din that accompanied rush hour in the Underground. 
 Jelena had only been seconds away from freedom but now she was seconds away from being back on the escalator, heading back to the train and back to that flat.  

Worst of all, she was going back to where the men were waiting for her.  
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 Harry Baxter kept pulling frantically on his school bag, but it was no good. The straps were stuck in the door and he began to panic. What if his bag was sucked out into the tunnel when the train started moving? What if he was sucked out with it? It was a terrifying thought and Harry’s stress levels continued to rise. He knew the train would start any minute and his bag was stuck, and he was stuck, and he didn’t know what to do… 
 The train doors reopened, and Harry almost fell forwards into the busy carriage as his backpack was released.  

“Keep your bags and coats inside the doors or you will delay the train.” 

 The grumpy voice of the train driver over the tannoy system was met by several tuts and groans from passengers within Harry’s carriage. They were all in a rush and there always had to be one idiot that spoiled it for everyone by obstructing the doors.  
 The doors closed again, thankfully staying that way this time, and soon enough the train was on its way. Harry saw a middle-aged woman glaring at him and quickly lowered his eyes. She had obviously seen what had happened with his bag and blamed him for the delay. But Harry didn’t think it was his fault. If the people by the doors had moved in just a little more then he would have been able to get in quicker. He couldn’t believe how busy it was on here and how rude everyone seemed to be. No one was talking or looking at each other. It was all just shoulder barging and silence.  
 He checked on the woman and saw that her head was buried in her phone again. Just like everyone else on here. If this was the real world for adults then Harry never wanted to grow up. He was stressed enough as it was without being surrounded by moody grown-ups.  
 He felt the wave of butterflies swarming in his stomach again and knew they would only grow stronger the closer he got to his destination. He thought about getting off at the next stop and going back the way he had come. If he got off now, he could still make it back in time for the start of school. He had his uniform on and no one would ever need to know about his little detour.  
 It was a tempting thought and definitely the easier of the two options he had given himself this morning. It had been a choice between going into class like normal or going into the city, finding the office he wanted and asking at the reception for the man he believed to be his father. He didn’t have to do it today. He could take more time to think about it. Maybe having someone with him would make the journey easier. 
 He listened to the voice of doubt in his mind and just when it seemed it might be victorious, he forced it to be silent. He had made his decision and he was going to stick with it. He’d never believed he would get this opportunity and now he had it he couldn’t let it go. Besides, he had been thinking about making this trip every day for the last three weeks, ever since he had discovered the Facebook message on his mum’s phone that had given him the information he needed.  
 He had been playing for the school team on a wet Tuesday night and was feeling pretty good after scoring two goals and helping his team to a 4-2 victory. It was a great result and one which had moved his team to within a point of the league leaders, St Anne’s, who were known as the best football side in the area. There were three games to go, including one against the leaders themselves, and if they could win them all then Harry’s team would be champions. A thrilling thought indeed and one that was enough to keep his spirits up as he waited for his mum to come and pick him up after the match had ended. It wasn’t like her to be late, but she was that night.  
 The car park had quickly emptied and soon Harry had been left standing alone. He had turned down the offer of a lift with his friend Mustaf because his mum had promised she would get him and that they would stop off at Nando’s on the way home. He hadn’t had a Nando’s in ages and had spent most of the day thinking about what he was going to order off the menu. Butterfly chicken and sweet potato had been the current favourite. But here he was, tired and wet, with an empty stomach, waiting for his mum to appear. Nando’s never felt so far away. 
 He checked his mobile again but there had been no messages, so he had decided to scroll through Twitter to pass the time while he waited. It still felt like such a novelty to have his own phone and he was glad his mum had finally given in and let him choose one. Most people in his year had owned a phone for a while but his mum had made him wait. She still thought he was too young for one. Obviously, he had disagreed. He was twelve, and even nine-year-olds had mobiles these days. He would be turning thirteen in five months and he was beginning to fear that he would be the only teenager in the country without a phone in his pocket. Thankfully she had eventually given in to his constant demands and taken him to the phone store in Stratford to help him choose a handset. He was now the proud owner of an iPhone 8 and while some of his mates had newer models, the main thing for him was that he wasn’t known as the only guy in the year without a phone anymore. 
  Finally, his mum had turned up and he had dived into the car to take cover from the weather. She was massively apologetic and said she had been held up at work. He didn’t mind, he just really wanted to get to Nando’s. Unfortunately, she had said she needed to drop something off at her friend’s house first, so their evening meal would have to wait ten minutes more. Harry had huffed and puffed but ultimately didn’t have much choice.  
 At the friend’s house, his mum had quickly parked and run inside, saying she’d be back in five minutes, so Harry had sat alone in the car, scrolling through Twitter and trying to ignore the sounds of starvation coming from his stomach. While on the app, he had come across a funny video about a parent trying to get their child to clean their bedroom. It reminded him of his daily arguments with his mum about the state of his room and so he forwarded the link to her phone for her to see later. As soon as he had sent it he had heard a small bleep from beneath his seat and had looked down to see his mother’s Samsung Galaxy lying in the footwell. Being the inquisitive child that he was, he had picked it up and that was when he had noticed the unread message on the screen. It was from his mum’s friend Michelle and it said: 

“I think I’ve just seen Harry’s dad.” 

 This had been something Harry couldn’t just ignore, the main reason being that up to that point in his life he had had no idea who his dad was.  
 He clicked on the message to open it and was met with the unlock code request. He knew it used to be his birthday, 26th October, and so typed in 2610. The phone had unlocked instantly, and the conversation was now available to him. He scrolled up past a few of the previous messages in the chat history to see if there was anything else about his father, but it just seemed to be some talk about Love Island and plans for next weekend. So, he scrolled back down to the last message and saw it had been sent ten minutes ago. Without even thinking it through, he had replied.  

“Where are you?”

 He had hit send and glanced at the house. There was no sign of his mum yet, so he had looked back at the phone, not sure if he was going to get a response. Then he had seen the little bubbles appear on the screen, which signified that the other person was typing. A minute later a new message came through. 

“All Bar One at Tower Bridge. He’s sitting at one of the other tables.”

 Harry had felt his heart rate increasing. He couldn’t believe this was happening. He thought about his next response. Then he had an idea. 

“No way send a photo.”

 He hit send again. Then waited. And waited. Nothing was happening. His mum would be back any minute. Why wasn’t she sending a photo through?

 Suddenly, a photo had flashed up on the screen. It showed a tall, dark-haired man in a suit. He looked to be around forty and was smiling as he held a pint of beer while looking at the attractive woman sitting opposite him.  
 Harry couldn’t believe it.  

This man was his father? 

 Another message came through right after the photo. 

“That’s him, right?” 

 Harry had heard a front door opening and seen that his mum was on her way back to the car, so he had quickly forwarded the photo to his own phone and deleted the stream of messages he had sent and received. He had then put her phone back into the footwell just as the car door opened. 
 Harry had no idea what he had ordered that night at Nando’s. His head had been spinning with the information he had received. He couldn’t believe he had a photo of his father on his phone now. A man he had never seen. A man he had spent most of his life trying to visualise. A man his mother refused to talk about with him. But now that he had the photo she was going to have to. Which was why at the end of the meal Harry had taken out his phone, opened the photo and held it out to show her. 

“Mum, who is this?” he had asked her, as simply as that. 
 Her face had instantly told him what he needed to know. This man was clearly the person she had been keeping secret from him for all these years.  
 After she had grabbed the phone from his hand and dragged him out of the restaurant back to the car, they had driven home in silence. Harry asked again about the man before he went to bed but nothing was forthcoming. He had told her it wasn’t fair she was keeping it from him, and that he had a right to know. After both of them had said some pretty terrible things, he had eventually given up and gone to bed.  
 About an hour later his mum had entered his room and sat on the edge of his bed. She had clearly been crying. Just like he had. She apologised for what she had said and then proceeded to tell him all about the man in the photo. His name was Craig and she had met him on a night out in London. They had got on well and spent the evening together. She had tried to meet up with him again for a proper date, but he had not replied to any of her messages. A few weeks later she had discovered she was pregnant. Harry had asked how she knew he was the father. She said because he was the only man that she had been with in that time period. She had tried to contact Craig again but didn’t say why. Eventually, he had replied with a text that said, “stop messaging me you psycho, haven’t you ever heard of a one night stand?” and after that she hadn’t bothered to message him ever again. He hadn’t seemed like the kind of man she wanted to be around ever again. Whether that was a mistake or not wasn’t for her to say. She had just done what she felt was right for Harry. They had hugged and left it at that.   
 What Harry hadn’t told his mum was that after this conversation he had put the man’s name into various social media sites in an attempt to find him using the photo he had. He had found Craig’s Facebook account, but it was set to private, which meant he couldn’t see much other than a couple of photos he had used as his profile picture. One was of him in Ibiza with his arms around two women who looked at least twenty years younger than him. The other was of him drinking a pint of beer in a rooftop bar. Harry’s searches on Twitter and Instagram hadn’t found any matches. Then he had tried LinkedIn and it was there that he had not only been able to find his father’s profile, but also see his current place of work.  

Barringdon Insurers in Central London. 

 Harry had sat on this information for three weeks, until he had woken up this morning and made the decision to turn up at the offices of Barringdon and ask to see Craig. He wasn’t sure if they would let him, but he just wanted the man to know that he had a son. Whatever he did with that information was up to him. Harry was being given a great childhood by his mother. If his father didn’t want to see him after today that was fine. But he had to at least know that he had tried. 
 The train’s brakes were suddenly deployed, and Harry clung onto the handrail for dear life as the momentum in the carriage shifted everybody about. The train remained stationary in the tunnel for several minutes before eventually the driver gave everyone on board an update.  

“Ladies and gentlemen, I apologise for the delay to your journey this morning, but I have just been informed of an incident on the District Line at Cannon Street involving a person on the tracks. This service will be terminating at the next station.”

 There were loud moans and groans from all the people around Harry, but the young boy didn’t really understand what the announcement meant. A person on the tracks? Why would somebody be on the tracks? Surely that was dangerous? He tapped the middle-aged man beside him on the arm and asked him what was happening. 

“Some idiot’s killed himself and made us all late for work” the man snapped back, clearly in no mood to talk.  
 Harry couldn’t believe what he had just heard and as the train finally moved onto the next station, where everybody would have to disembark, he wondered who it was that had died just a few stops ahead of him.   
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