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Jelena *
15:45
Jelena Markovic was only concerned about one type of change right now, and it was the kind that came immediately after you paid somebody for something. 
The Serbian woman waited patiently as the shopkeeper on the other side of the counter rummaged around in his till for the requisite coins that he owed to his customer in front of him. It wasn’t much, and the man was probably just hoping that the woman would tell him not to worry about it and just walk off, but she continued to wait until she got what she was owed. Eventually, the shopkeeper counted out the 17p in change and handed it over to Jelena, who smiled and nodded her head at the man before turning and leaving the store. 
Stepping outside into the pale sunlight that was breaking through the dense clouds above her head, Jelena took care to place the coins into her purse before zipping it up securely and putting it back into her coat pocket. She had only called at the small off-licence for a loaf of bread, which she now had tucked under her arm, but she longed to have been able to return to the flat with something a little more exciting to help get her through the rest of the afternoon. There had been plenty of options on the shelves to tempt her, like the cans of fizzy soda, the large bags of crisps or the bars of chocolate that had been so tantalisingly close to her as she stood and paid. But in the end, Jelena had been sensible and only bought what she really needed to, or rather, what her modest budget allowed. 
Maybe one day she could treat herself.
But not today.
Making her way across the road with the loaf of bread in tow, Jelena felt her stomach rumble, but she knew it wasn’t because she had just been around foods that had tempted her taste buds. It was because she had hardly eaten anything today and her body was reminding her of that fact. It wasn’t the lack of food in the flat that had led to the hunger she felt now, but rather that the food she had in was being rationed. The items she had in her fridge needed to last several days because the less she consumed, the less she would spend on shopping for more, so she was being sensible and only eating when she really had to. 
Being practical wasn’t much fun, certainly not as much as tearing into a large bag of crisps would have been, but Jelena didn’t mind because she could handle the aching in her stomach. What she hadn’t been able to handle was the aching in her heart after her relationship with Bogdan had ended on Christmas Eve, but fortunately, that feeling had been taken care of by the reconciliation the two lovers had enjoyed on the banks of the Danube on Valentine’s Day in Belgrade. 
It had been two weeks since Bogdan had shocked her by turning up at the restaurant where she worked and told her that he needed her back in his life. It had been a surprise, but a welcome one, and Jelena hadn’t hesitated in letting him know that she felt the same way, taking him by the hand and running away with him into the night, fleeing from her responsibilities at the restaurant. Being back in the presence of the man she loved had given Jelena the confidence to do what she really wanted in her life again rather than what she was expected to do. That had meant not only leaving the restaurant but also leaving her home country again, returning to London where she knew she longed to be, even after her mixed experience with the city so far. 
Bogdan had been thrilled that Jelena was willing to get on a plane and fly back to England, where they were now once again in the flat that they had shared before she had fled on Christmas Eve. Things always seemed to be changing in Jelena’s life, so it was almost a feeling of relief that she felt when she returned to the familiar abode in the East End of the capital and got to lie down in the bed where they had spent so many nights lying in each other’s arms. 
Almost. 
It was still a very humble home, tiny in size and located in an area that was never going to win any prizes for natural beauty. Jelena was now walking in the shadow of the looming block of flats that she and Bogdan called home and the building would definitely be considered an eyesore were it not for the fact that everything else around it was in an even worse state. But Jelena knew that better things were on the horizon and they wouldn’t be living here forever. She didn’t have anything tangible to base that positive belief on but considering how unpredictable life had been for her over the past year, it seemed almost certain that things were going to change many times more as life unfolded. 
Jelena felt emboldened by that optimistic thought as she entered the flats on the ground floor and made her way through the lowly-lit lobby, which could best be described as a place that you would not want to hang around in any longer than you had to. Black bin bags sat on the floor outside the communal ‘waste area’, which was always overflowing with rubbish from the hundred or so people who called this place home. The lift was always out of order, which was annoying but was probably also for the best considering it was more of a death trap than a convenient way of getting to your floor quicker. And the noticeboard which was supposed to be used to keep residents abreast of any issues that might concern them tended to be used more now as a place for people to stick up whatever they liked. Jelena had been charmed last week to see that somebody had stuck up a torn-out page from what was clearly an adult magazine, although thankfully that had soon been taken down before the children in the block had seen it. 
As she passed the noticeboard today, Jelena noticed the A4 piece of paper pinned to the top left corner and the words printed across it in bold, black font. She had seen it on her way to the shop, and it had actually made her smile which was definitely the first time anything on that noticeboard had drawn that reaction from her. 
The reason it had caused the pleasant reaction was because of what it said. It was a quote by Ashleigh Brilliant and contained the inspirational words:
“Nothing we do can change the past, but everything we do changes the future.”
Jelena had no idea who had printed the quote off, nor why it was pinned to the noticeboard in a place like this, but she was glad that it was there because it made her feel good. It was almost as if it was the perfect quote for a woman like her, who had endured so much hardship in her past but still found the strength to get up each day and look to the future with a profound sense that everything was going to get better than it was right now. 
As she climbed the stairs on the way up to the flat, Jelena thought about her Bogdan and how he too shared that same sense that nothing that had happened in the past would affect all the possibilities of the future. He was always working hard to make life better, and even though he still had very little to show for that, it didn’t prevent him from trying again the next day. One of his favourite things to do was to tell Jelena stories as they were falling asleep at night in which he would imagine their future and what it would look like. He would tell tales of great wealth and abundance and a life in which the pair of them were unshackled from the restraints of poverty and free to enjoy all the very best things that this life had to offer. 
Romantic holidays to Paris and Rome. Speeding along the motorway in a soft-top sportscar. Relaxing on a beach or lounging by a pool, a cold drink in one hand and a good book in the other. 
No more dead-end jobs. 
No more backbreaking work. 
No more worries, no more fears and no more doubt. 
And definitely no more rationing. 
Jelena would smile and feel all warm inside as Bogdan would take her away every night with the power of his imagination, growing excited at the prospect of at least some of what he was saying eventually turning out to be true. It wasn’t that the two of them felt like they needed money to be happy; they both knew by now that all they really needed for that was each other. Rather, it was because it was just fun to think of a time when dreams could come true and they would get to spend all day in each other’s company instead of being separated by the need for at least one of them to have to go to work. 
Like right now. 
Jelena was alone while Bogdan worked another security guard shift across London, and he wasn’t due back for hours. That meant Jelena missed him, just like he missed her, but there was nothing they could do about it because they needed the money. If only there was a way for money to no longer be an issue for them then they could spend every waking hour walking hand in hand and making each other laugh. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Instead, Jelena just had to keep listening to the stories that Bogdan would make up each night and dreaming of that brighter future that may one day miraculously materialise for them both. 
Reaching the floor to their flat, Jelena fumbled in her coat pocket for the keys as she made her way down the dark corridor to the door. The solitary bulb up here wasn’t working, and the window at the end was boarded up after somebody had smashed it three nights ago, so it was hard to see where she was going and that was why she ended up tripping over a rubbish bag and falling to the floor. 
Jelena felt the loaf of bread flying from her hand as she hit the ground and several items of rubbish poured out onto the floor beside her from the bin bag that obviously hadn’t been tied up properly. With an unpleasant smell in her nostrils, Jelena sat up and checked that none of the waste had gone onto her clothes, but she seemed unscathed. But the stench from the used packets of meat and empty tins of tuna did nothing to add to the glamour of this grim tower block, and the Serbian woman was eager to get up off the ground and get into her flat before the smell got any worse. But just before she got back to her feet, Jelena noticed the card lying on the ground beside her. 
It was tough to see exactly what it was in the dark, but she picked it up for a closer look and that’s when she noticed it was a Scratchcard. She recognised the colourful patterns printed across it because she remembered Bogdan had brought one of these home one night and told her that he had a good feeling about it. While Jelena had been surprised to see that her man had spent £2 on a silly game when money was tight, she wasn’t surprised when he scratched off the six silver boxes and saw that he hadn’t won a prize. But Jelena was surprised now because as she looked at this Scratchcard that had fallen out of the bin bag, she noticed that it hadn’t been played. 
The six silver boxes were still intact, meaning any possible prizes were still unclaimed underneath. 
Rising to her feet and scooping up her loaf of bread, Jelena rushed on down the corridor before reaching the front door and jamming the key into the lock. Once inside, she tossed the bread onto the tiny kitchen counter and made her way to the table, which was barely big enough for her and Bogdan to enjoy a meal at together on the rare occasions they were home at the same time. Taking a seat on the uncomfortable plastic chair, Jelena put the Scratchcard on the table in front of her and took out her purse, which she unzipped before removing one of the penny coins from inside. 
Feeling the same kind of rush that she felt whenever Bogdan told her one of his stories about the glamorous yet imaginary life that they could be living one day, Jelena held the coin above the silver boxes and prepared to scratch them off. The top prize on a game like this one was a mind-boggling £100,000 which Jelena knew because those numbers were emblazoned across the top of the card in bright yellow font. She had no idea what she and her man could do with that kind of money, but she would love the opportunity to find out. 
Maybe it had been fate that she had tripped over that bin bag. Maybe she had been meant to find this unused Scratchcard. Maybe Bogdan was right and they really were destined for a life of riches. 
But there was only one way to find out. 
She had to scratch. 
Putting the coin on the card, Jelena did just that, but the first box yielded no results. Nor did the second or the third. 
Taking a deep breath, Jelena prepared to try the remaining three, still hopeful that she would be able to find the symbol of the suitcase of money any second now. 
The fourth box was scratched. No luck. 
The fifth box was revealed. Still nothing. 
It was time for the sixth and final box to be unearthed. 
As Jelena finished scratching the coin across the card, she shook her head for allowing herself to believe that this might have been her lucky ticket to a better life. There was a reason these Scratchcards existed. They were money-makers for the companies who printed them, not the people who were silly enough to buy them. Jelena hadn’t won the £100,000, but she consoled herself with the fact that she hadn’t had to spend any money to have the opportunity to play. Nonetheless, it was still a little disappointing after she had allowed herself to get her hopes up, so she sat back in her chair and looked out of the window at the gloomy sky over the capital. 
From her relatively high vantage point within the tower block, Jelena could see plenty of the city streets below, including some of the people who moved amongst them. There were cyclists, pedestrians and even a couple of construction workers digging up one of the roads. But suddenly, from out of nowhere, came a superhero. Batman was running down the street, and he wasn’t alone. Superman and Wonder Woman were running right behind him and behind them came a cyclist who seemed to be filming the whole thing. 
Jelena had no idea what was going on down there, but it made her smile, whatever it was. 
Everybody needed a superhero, after all. 



Mark *
15:46
Mark Berry knew that he was getting some funny looks from all the people he passed on the street, but there was only one person he was doing this for, and he knew they would be thrilled if they could see him now. 
His son, Benji, would absolutely love the fact that his dad was running around London dressed as Batman, accompanied by two friends who had also donned a tight-fitting costume and were jogging just a few yards behind him. Benji loved superheroes, and Batman was his favourite, which was why Mark had chosen this particular outfit to complete his challenge in. But for Mark, his favourite superhero didn’t wear a cape or mask. His favourite superhero was his son, who was still bravely battling cancer against all the odds and still managed to keep a smile on his face despite the difficulties he was facing on a daily basis. 
Turning the street corner, Mark/Batman looked over his shoulder to make sure that his caped companions were keeping up, and he saw the brilliant blue and red costumes of Superman and Wonder Woman as he did. While the two figures behind him might have looked strong and imposing, he knew the real people behind the masks were mere mortals, just like him. Superman was actually a guy called Derek Smith, who when he wasn’t dressed as the most powerful being in the universe spent forty hours a week doing accounts for a small kitchen company. Wonder Woman was just as plain in real life and went by the name of Linda Beresford, a tax officer for the government whose career in crime-fighting so far had only extended to tax evaders and illicit offshore accounts. But today, just like Mark, Derek and Linda had each elevated themselves above their ordinary personas and were now doing something that was much more fitting of the characters they represented. 
They were helping to save a life. 
All three fantastical figures kept their heads down and one foot moving in front of the other as they continued to eat up the tarmac and tick off another mile on their quest, backed up by the cyclist behind them who was filming the run as well as offering bottles of water when the participants required. There were still six miles to go on this run that had so far taken the four of them from the starting point in the south of the city, to what would be the finish point in the north in around an hour’s time, but none of them was showing signs of fatigue. There were many reasons for that, including good fitness levels and a passion for outdoor exercise, but the main one was that they were all running with a dogged determination to do something that could change the life of not just a sick little boy but also his family and friends too. 
They were running to save Benji. 
As Mark led the way around yet another street corner and saw the famous structure known as ‘The Gherkin’ looming large at the end of the road, he felt the familiar rush of endorphins that all runners got when they reached a certain time on their route. But it wasn’t just the buzz from what he was currently accomplishing that made him feel great. It was the buzz from what he hoped to accomplish over the next few weeks ahead. 
The reason for this run around London today in the guise of some of the most famous characters to come from the fictional universe of DC Comics was to raise the funds required for Mark’s son to travel to America and receive an experimental new drug. That drug had yielded positive results in patients with the same illness as the little boy, which was the reason Mark was so optimistic, and indeed determined, to afford it. Benji had shown remarkable resolve to keep on fighting for his life long after the doctor’s in the UK had estimated he would be able to, but there was only so long that the nine-year-old would be able to keep up the battle himself. What he really needed if he was going to survive was an actual medical cure, something that had seemed non-existent only a few weeks ago right up until the moment his father had received an email on his laptop. 
It had been Valentine’s Day when the message had arrived in Mark’s inbox, an automated communication from a mailing list in America that the man had signed up for months earlier in the hope that it might offer him some hope in the face of his child’s devastating diagnosis. The email had originated from a medical institute in Nevada that specialised in treating the same type of cancer that had befallen poor Benji, which was a rare form of leukaemia that had an extremely low survival rate. Mark had found the institute during one of his many searches online in the weeks immediately after Benji’s dire diagnosis and poor prognosis, and the website had told him that this institute was at the cutting edge of research into how to treat and effectively cure the deadly disease. Optimistic with what he had found, Mark had signed up to receive emails from this institute, which promised to notify all their subscribers whenever they had made any progress in their studies. Unfortunately, the emails had been few and far between since then, right up until Valentine’s Day when a message had come through offering all those who received it a rare ray of hope. 
A new drug had not only been successfully developed Stateside but also successfully tested, and the results so far had been remarkable. The figure for those patients who had been cured by the drug stood at 81%, an astounding statistic which offered hope not just to the medical community but all those patients around the world who had been warned their chances at surviving this cancer were slim. Mark had studied as much as he could about the new drug since learning of it, and everything he had come across had pointed to the same conclusion. 
This was his son’s only real chance at survival. 
Just like he was wasting no time now on his run, so too had Mark wasted no time in contacting his son’s doctor in London and asking why Benji hadn’t been offered this new treatment yet. But unfortunately, that was where his optimism had been dimmed somewhat by what he heard. Doctor Pine, one of the UK’s leading lights in the battle against leukaemia, had told Mark and his wife, Candice, that while the drug was promising, it was still in the trial stage, meaning it was yet to be approved by the necessary regulators. Without skipping a beat, Mark had asked if there was any way that Benji could take part in the trial, giving him a chance at being part of the fortunate 81% who had seen their lives saved by the new drug. But that’s where the next bit of bad news came in. Doctor Pine told the couple that while it was possible for Benji to take part in the trial, it required two things. One, the sick boy would have to travel to America to receive the treatment, an exhausting and dangerous journey for somebody in the late stages of a deadly disease. Two, the trial was only free to American citizens, meaning anybody overseas who wished to take part had to pay the dollars involved for the treatment. 
All two hundred and fifty thousand of them. 
Mark had noticed his wife visibly sink into her seat as Doctor Pine had told them of the risks and costs involved in giving Benji the drug that might save his life. Not only could the plane ride to the institute in Nevada prove too much for their weak child to handle, but they also needed to pay $250,000 for the chance to even try it. 
And that cost didn’t include the plane ticket.
To a sane and sensible human being, that information might have been all that was required to see them give up and accept their fate. But as the loving father of a dying child, Mark was not sane, and he was not sensible. 
Instead, he was willing to do whatever it took to save his boy’s life. 
Glancing up at the towering steel structures of Central London as he passed beneath them, Mark kept on running because he knew that every step he took was one step closer to giving the Benji the treatment that he needed. As soon as he had found out about the costs involved in getting his son to America for the trial, Mark had begun formulating a plan to raise the money by receiving donations. He knew the best way to get donations, particularly from strangers, was to do something that captured the imagination. 
Run a marathon. Walk from Land’s End to John O’Groats. Cycle across England. These were all feats that required dedication and motivation and offered much inspiration to those who witnessed them. All Mark had to do was figure out what activity he was going to take part in to raise the $250,000 required to get Benji in that institute in America. 
Being a keen jogger, Mark liked the idea of running a marathon and having people sponsor him. The only problem was there were no marathons scheduled for in the UK anytime soon and those that were on the horizon, like the London Marathon, had required participants to apply months ago. If he was going to run, then he was going to have to create a marathon for himself. But Mark also knew that simply running wouldn’t be enough to capture the interest of the thousands of strangers on the internet who he would need to donate to his cause. 
He needed to do something unique. Something memorable. 
Something that encapsulated exactly what it was he was doing this for. 
After some deliberation, Mark got his inspiration from a source where he had often found it in the past; his son, himself. Sitting beside Benji’s bed one night as the child drifted in and out of sleep, Mark asked his son what would make him smile the most. The answer came back quickly. 
Benji told his dad that he should dress up as Batman and run around London in the middle of the day. 
The birth of the idea sprang Mark into action, and with time of the essence, he quickly made a plan. He was going to run nine miles across the English capital while dressed as Benji’s favourite superhero. The reason for the number nine was because that was Benji’s age and Mark made sure to express that as he constructed the Funding Page online in which he hoped to receive a sizeable amount of donations. Setting the target at $250,000 and explaining exactly why he needed that much, as well as what he planned to do to raise it, Mark was almost ready to go. But before he could go shopping for a costume, two of his best friends told him that they were willing to join him on this fundraising run, which led to the idea of not just one superhero running through the streets of London, but three instead. Benji loved the idea, of course, but more importantly, so did the members of the public who had found the webpage and learned of what Mark was planning to do to save his child. The donations began to pour in, starting as a trickle before quickly flooding in, and by the time Mark had his Batman costume hanging in his wardrobe the night before he was due to run, he had already raised $201,677. All he needed to do was complete the run and he was optimistic that he would hit his target, meaning that Benji would have the chance to get the treatment that could see him grow up to be just as silly and stupid as his old man was. 
As the support had increased online, Mark realised that he needed a way to document the run to not only prove that he had completed it but to provide some humour and inspiration to all those who had generously offered their money to the great cause. That’s where the cyclist with the camera came in, and she had followed the three caped crusaders all the way along this journey, capturing the footage that would be uploaded to the webpage later this afternoon to show that Mark had done exactly what he set out to achieve. 
As he continued to run while ignoring the chaffing that his costume was starting to cause, Mark’s mind was alive with the possibility of what his endeavours might lead to. Benji could live. Benji could grow to be an adult. Benji could have a chance to have his own son one day. Those thoughts not only kept Mark plodding along in his ridiculous outfit but made him run faster because he knew that the sooner he finished the race, the sooner he would have the funds and the sooner he could get Benji on that plane. His son’s chance at survival was so close now, and that was something that had seemed impossible just a few weeks ago. 
With ever-growing belief, Mark kept on running, catching sight of the reflection of his iconic black costume sweeping past an office window as he moved. For so long, he had dreamed of having the chance to save his son, but nothing had seemed possible, until now. That thought was the catalyst for one of his favourite quotes to flash through his mind as he turned another street corner and waved at the pedestrians who stopped and stared at him as he passed.  
“Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.”
Mark loved that quote from James Baldwin, and it was one that he felt was apt to sum up his experiences so far. So many doctors had told him that his son’s fate could not be changed, but he had refused to give up and it was through his endeavours to find a cure that had led to him being informed about the ‘miracle drug’ in America. By facing his deepest and darkest fears, that of losing his son, Mark had potentially changed the impossible. But only time would tell. 
He only had six more miles to go on this journey today. 
But he had thousands to go on the one that could see Benji saved in the States. 
But Mark knew that all great journeys began with a single step, so that’s all he had to focus on right now. One step at a time. One foot in front of the other. Just keep going, and that’s what he would do. Nothing could stop him now. Not the aching in his legs. Not the weight of his costume. Not the fact that he really wasn’t as fit as he thought he was. 
And not the blaring horn from the speeding van as it raced past him, only inches away. 



Omar
15:47
Omar Assad had no idea where the guy dressed as Batman had just come from, but he was glad he had been able to avoid him as he sped through the streets of London on his way to make yet another delivery as part of his busy workday. 
The last thing he had expected to see as he drove through the city centre was a series of superheroes, but as he glanced in his wing mirror and saw Batman, Superman and Wonder Woman shrinking from view behind him, he was just relieved that he hadn’t seen them rolling over the front of his bonnet. They obviously hadn’t been looking where they were going when they had come around the street corner and stepped into the road, and Omar knew it had been their fault, but he was also aware that he was going above the speed limit right now. It wasn’t by much, only a couple of miles per hour or so, but he knew he should probably slow down if he wanted to avoid any more near-misses with the citizens of the capital. The problem with slowing down was that it would mean it would take longer to deliver all the parcels in the back of his van and he was already behind schedule. 
As a delivery driver for an online retailer, his task every day was a simple one. He had to transport all those purchased goods from the warehouse in North London to the homes of the people who had paid for them, wherever they might be around the city. His day always began at 6 am, but it didn’t end until his van was empty. That meant he often worked unpredictable hours, the speed at which he could deliver the parcels dependent entirely on the traffic, the addresses the goods had to go to and most of all, luck. On a good day, Omar might only have to drop off 80 parcels, but on a bad day, it could be as many as 300. 
Needless to say, today was a bad day. 
Omar had not stopped once since speeding out of the warehouse car park in the early hours of the morning when the sky was still dark and the day was stretching out endlessly before him. After arriving at work after a busy shift yesterday, the weary driver had been dismayed to see exactly how many parcels he would be required to deposit on this new one, and based on previous experience, he realised it was unlikely he would be getting home before 10 pm this evening. While Omar wouldn’t have minded so much if he was paid by the hour, the fact was he only got a fixed daily rate. It didn’t matter if he had ten parcels to drop off or 100, nor did it matter if he finished at 5 pm or midnight. He got paid the same regardless. That was just one of the many reasons why Omar had decided that he needed to find another job, one where his day wasn’t spent in a constant battle against the clock and where it ended with him crawling wearily into bed beside his wife who was usually already asleep. 
Slamming on the brakes, Omar felt that familiar sense of frustration at the sight of the parked stationary vehicles and the red traffic light in front of him. If only he had a clear run on the roads then maybe he would stand a chance of getting home at a decent hour every night but in this city, at this time of day? No chance. Traffic jams, red lights and constant delays were just another part of the reason why Omar was sick and tired of doing this job. 
As he impatiently waited for the lights to change again, the driver consulted his GPS and saw that the address for his next delivery was just around the corner. Omar knew the place he was on his way to was an office because he had been there before and he wondered what he would be dropping off this time. A piece of equipment vital to the running of the organisation or just a dress or video game for the personal use of one of the employees who worked there? It was most likely the latter, though of course, Omar could never know for sure. He had no idea what was inside any of the packages in the back of his van because they were all sealed shut, not that it would have made his job that much more exciting if he could see them. But it might have at least given him a little more satisfaction and self-worth if he knew that some of the things he was delivering on a daily basis were actually needed and valuable. Instead, he was just a guy dropping one white box off after another with no discernible difference between any of them other than their size and weight. 
The lights finally changed to green, and Omar urged the cars ahead of him to get moving as he put his foot down on the accelerator and put his van back into motion. Unfortunately, as was often the case, not everybody was in as much of a hurry as he was and the driver of a black car ahead of him took too long to get going, resulting in the lights turning red again before Omar could get through. 
Hitting his steering wheel in frustration for the fourth time today, the angry driver shook his head and cursed the other users on the road, as well as his own bad luck at being stuck in such an annoying job as this one. But he hadn’t always been this way. He remembered a time when he wasn’t always wound up, watching the clock and hitting things in frustration. It was a time before he began this job. It was a time when he used to be happy. But those days seemed like a distant memory to Omar now as he sat in his driver’s seat and stared out at the chaotic London street on the other side of his windscreen. 
It was while he was sitting there that he once again wondered what the point of this life actually was. From getting up in the morning to going to bed at the end of the day, all he did was work. He never had a spare minute to himself, and it wasn’t even as if he had much money to show for it. There had to be more to life than this, surely? Or maybe there wasn’t. Omar was worried that it was the latter, and not just based on his own experiences. He was also basing that fear on the fact that all the other men in his family had similar jobs to him. Some were delivery drivers, while others drove buses or taxis, but the one thing that they all had in common was that they worked like dogs for little reward and spent nearly every waking hour sitting in traffic. Omar had been a bus driver before this, before packing that in and moving into delivery driving. It now seemed inevitable that he was only a year or two away from getting his Uber licence and completing the holy trinity that every other male in his family seemed to engage in. 
As Omar silently willed the traffic lights to change again, he thought about the one person he knew who had escaped the predictable life that had been set out before him. One of his former colleagues at the bus station was a man called Abdul, and a recent Facebook post had informed Omar that this man was now flourishing in a very different career path that required other skills than just pressing pedals and turning steering wheels. Abdul had been a bus driver for many years but had recently followed his passion for stand-up comedy and started performing shows in small venues around London. Omar had been surprised to learn about what his former colleague was doing with his free time but felt encouraged that there was potentially a way for one of the many lowly-paid and underappreciated transport workers in the city to do something they were actually passionate about rather than just something that barely paid the bills. 
Omar had even gone along to one of the shows to see Abdul perform and he had been surprised by what he saw. This bus driver was actually really good at stand-up comedy, and he had everybody in the room howling with laughter within thirty seconds of taking to the stage. According to his social media updates, Abdul was starting to believe that he genuinely had a chance at making a successful career in comedy. 
He already had over 100,000 followers. 

The prospect of swapping a life of sitting in traffic and waiting for red lights to turn green for a life of telling jokes and bringing joy to people’s life was clearly an appealing one for Abdul and Omar certainly felt proud of his former colleague at the bus station. But he felt something else too. 
Jealousy. 
Omar wished he could also escape this monotonous life of driving a vehicle around the crowded streets of London day after day for the chance at something not only more profitable but more fun. The problem was he saw no way for himself to do that. He had a wife and two young children at home, all of whom meant he had an urgent need to put food on the table every day. He also had many bills to pay, most of which were connected to the tiny flat that he rented with his young family in which they barely had enough room to move. The cost of living in London was high, and it was only going to get higher, so what time Omar had was always spent working as hard as he could to keep himself and his loved ones afloat. If he was lucky enough to get a spare minute outside of work, he would spend it on his phone looking for other jobs in the city that might offer him better pay for slightly fewer hours, but they were few and far between, and even if he did find one, he wasn’t exactly the only person in the world looking for a job like that. He seemed trapped in the endless cycle of work, sleep, repeat, and while he was desperate for a change, it didn’t seem like it was possible for him. He was also aware of the words from the Quran when it came to change. 
“Allah never changes the condition of a people unless they strive to change themselves.”
Omar was a deeply faithful man to his religion, but he was also striving as hard as he could to change himself, yet every day he just got more of the same. 
More packages.
More addresses. 
More traffic. 
As the traffic lights turned green and he put his foot down again, Omar gritted his teeth and prepared for the next stage in his daily grind. But as he turned the corner, he realised that something was wrong. Instead of seeing the familiar street with the office that he had delivered to so many times before, he saw a different one, which meant he wasn’t where he was supposed to be right now. 
That was when he looked at his GPS and realised his mistake. 
He had misentered one of the numbers on the postcode, and now he was several streets away from where he needed to be to deliver his next package. Based on how many white boxes there still were sitting in the back of his van, Omar could not afford a delay like this one, yet here it was anyway to darken his day even more. The fact he hadn’t even noticed his mistake until it was too late just showed him how tired he really was. 
Shouting out several explicit swear words into the otherwise silent front cabin of his van, Omar indicated left before steering off the main road and heading down one of the side streets. He was sure this was a short cut and the quickest way to get to where he needed to be, but no matter how fast he got there now, he wouldn’t be able to make up for the time that he had already lost thanks to his silly mistake. 
As he sped through the back streets of the city, Omar wondered how he could have made such a simple and stupid miscalculation when using his GPS. But the answer was an obvious one. He had only got four hours sleep last night, to go on top of the five hours he had just about managed the evening before, so he was blatantly exhausted and running on fumes. A mistake had almost been inevitable then, not that it was much consolation to the poor driver right now. 
Time waited for no man. 
Especially not a beleaguered delivery driver who couldn’t go home until his van was empty. 
Taking the next corner far too fast, Omar swung his large vehicle out onto the main road, and he knew he was only a couple of minutes away from where he needed to be now. But in his haste, he oversteered slightly and realised his van was veering far too much into the oncoming lane of traffic. Pulling back on the steering wheel, he did his best to rectify his mistake, but he overcorrected it, and within seconds he had lost control of his wobbling vehicle. 
Omar’s eyes went wide with fear as he narrowly avoided a car by swerving out of the way at the last second, but any relief he might have enjoyed was swiftly removed as his van left the road and bounced onto the concrete path that separated the road from the river Thames. 
Doing his best to apply the brakes, Omar prayed that he would be able to bring the van to a stop just in time before it ploughed into the water, but despite his best efforts, his vehicle was now going too fast to come to a halt in time. 
Then gravity took over. 
The van left the concrete embankment and took off into the air, but it was only for a split second before the weight of it meant it came crashing down into the murky water and started sinking fast. 
That was when Omar really started to panic. 
Trapped in a heavy vehicle as the water began seeping over the edges of the window, the terrified man wondered if this was really how his life was going to end. 
Unbuckling his seat belt and scrambling for the handle, Omar did his best to get the door open but the volume of water on the other side of it meant it was impossible to move it. Frantically trying the button that should have lowered the windows, he gasped when that didn’t work either. 
It was now flight or fight time, and Omar had two options. 
Either he accepted his grim fate, or he refused to give up. 
He might have been tired, but this was one hell of a wake-up call. 
Omar raised his arm and slammed his elbow into the window as hard as he could as the water continued to rise up against it on the other side. When that didn’t work, he tried again. 
Three times. Four times. 
Five. 
Six. 
He grew more desperate with each motion as images of his family flashed through his mind, as well as all of his unaccomplished goals and dreams. But it seemed like this was it. It was all going to end here, in the van that he had already spent too much of his time in. 
Until the eighth elbow to the window did the trick. 
The glass shattered and fell away, and Omar was thrilled to feel the cold air rushing in from outside. But it was the sight of the water rushing in too that ensured he didn’t take too long to enjoy his small victory and he wasted no time in squeezing himself through the gap where the window once was and out into the river itself. 
As the van sank behind him, Omar swam as hard as he could towards the riverbank, spotting the numerous witnesses who had all gathered there after presumably seeing the van plunge into the river just a moment ago. 
As he continued to swim for the shore, Omar had no idea what his boss would say when he found out he had lost a van full of parcels at the bottom of the river, but he did know one thing. 
He was done being a delivery driver. 
Omar had spent so long dreaming of change, but now he was going to make it happen. 
It had taken a near-death experience to do it, but it didn’t matter. 
On the day he could have easily died, Omar Assad felt as if he had been reborn. 



Valentin *
15:48
Valentin Morozov wasn’t a fan of near-death experiences. He much preferred death to be achieved in one go, which was why he was disappointed to see the driver of the van being pulled out of the river onto the safety of the concrete embankment below him. 
From where Valentin had been walking along the bridge, he had witnessed the delivery van veering off the road and slamming into the water before sinking quickly, and he had held his breath as he waited to see if the driver came back up for air. Unfortunately for the Russian, the fun was over once he saw that the driver was safe, so he was now continuing on with his walk and leaving the drama behind as he crossed over the bridge onto the opposite side of the river. 
That was the second near-death experience that Valentin had witnessed in the last couple of weeks, though it was nowhere near as frustrating as the first one. That’s because that particular one had involved the woman who should have become his sixth victim, only to escape with her life. Valentin still wore the physical scars from that night in which the intended victim had picked up the gun he had hoped to use to kill her and fired a shot into his shoulder as he ran away. But it was the mental scars that had proven to be the most damaging in the fortnight that had passed since then. 
Valentin hated the fact that he had failed that evening and was still stuck on five victims. He wasn’t used to not achieving his goals, whether that was in his day job as a trader in Canary Wharf making millions of pounds for his clients or in his after-curricular activities as a serial killer prowling the streets of London. One thing the Russian man prided himself on was being successful, but the fact that woman was still alive was evidence that his success rate was not as high as it usually was. That wouldn’t have been a problem if he was able to track down the survivor and finish her off, but without her real name, he had no hope of ever getting her address and completing what he had started. The woman was a sex worker who he had hired through one of the many illicit organisations that he had the phone number for in London, but after what had happened, Valentin could hardly call back up and ask about her. It would have raised a few suspicions and most likely attracted some attention to him, which was not the kind of thing he was looking for. It wasn’t the attention of the police that he was worried about though. Rather, it would have been the attention from the men who ran the escort service. Presumably, they wouldn’t have been too happy about the fact that one of their customers attempted to murder one of their best workers. 
He wondered if the woman had since left the world of sex work behind after her narrow escape from death. Perhaps she had enjoyed an epiphany after her close encounter and turned her life around for the better, not that it was much consolation to the man she had escaped from. But as he thought about the potential consequences on that woman’s life after she had literally dodged a bullet with her name on it, he was reminded of a quote by the American-Indian author, Deepak Chopra. 
“All great changes are preceded by chaos.”
Whatever changes that woman had made in her life since that night, they had almost certainly been borne from the chaos that Valentin had inflicted upon her. As it was, the woman had got away with her life, and while Valentin had got a bullet in his shoulder for his troubles that night, he was still a free man, and he too lived to fight another day. He was well aware that once the gun had fallen into the hands of his victim, he could have easily been killed, which was why he no longer planned to use such a weapon for his future crimes. He would go back to using knives because they hadn’t let him down so far, and they also allowed him to get much closer to his victim as he took their life. That meant a more personal experience, and the experience was what it was all about for the dangerous Russian as he moved on along the river on his way to the tube station that would take him back to his office in East London. 
The reason for Valentin being across the city at this time in the middle of a working week was because he had been required to attend a meeting at the home of one of his employer’s most influential clients. The client in question was a wealthy and powerful ex-politician who had since retired from making dodgy deals in Westminster and was now busying himself with making even dodgier deals around the world. The client, a fifty-five-year-old man by the name of Roger Harrington, had instructed Valentin to visit him at his hotel room overlooking the Houses of Parliament to discuss his latest business venture. While Valentin much preferred to conduct his business from his desk in the Square Mile, he had made the short tube ride into Central London to hear what Roger had to say. It had been there where the middle-aged man had told the Russian about his plans to enter the competitive but lucrative real estate industry. While Valentin hadn’t been particularly thrilled by that idea considering how unoriginal it was for a rich man to buy property, his ears had pricked up when he had found out where it was that Roger was looking to invest some of his fortune. 
Las Vegas, or as Valentin and many other nefarious individuals preferred to call it;
Sin City. 
Roger needed somebody on this side of the pond to broker some of the deals between him and the property owners he was dealing with in The Entertainment Capital of the World, and the ex-politician certainly had big plans. He wanted to buy a casino. He wanted to buy a small hotel. And most interestingly of all to Valentin, he wanted to buy a brothel. 
Never one to shy away from affairs of a sexual and seedy nature, Valentin had been more than happy to listen to Roger talk about how much money there was to be made in that particular industry in the middle of the Nevada desert. He had also been happy to offer his advice and experience when it came to how best to move money around to reduce taxes and fees on behalf of the client, which after all, was what Roger was paying him handsomely to do. From there, all that had been left to do was set up the next meeting, but that had been where things had really got interesting because that was when Roger had set the location of that meeting. 
Sin City itself. 
Valentin knew full well that his company would be able to pay the expenses associated with such a trip, so he had wasted no time in agreeing to the date. The plan was for Roger to show Valentin around some of the properties he wished to purchase, have a meeting with the property owners themselves before enjoying some of the many avenues of entertainment that were on offer on The Strip. Valentin was sure he would find many things to satisfy his various cravings out there, although his main craving, taking a human life, was still very much uncertain. 
Could he kill in Las Vegas? There were certainly plenty of places to hide a body in the middle of the desert. 
Could he get away with it? He was experienced enough now to know that he could. 
But would his next victim die at his hand or would they escape like his last one had? That remained to be seen but the slight knock to Valentin’s confidence after the events on Valentine’s Day was still being felt, and that was the main reason why he hadn’t sought out another potential victim in the two weeks since. 
But there was another reason why he had been lying fairly low for the last fortnight. 
He now knew the name of the detective who was looking into his crimes. 
It had been a fairly sizeable article in the city’s newspaper which had given the name of the person investigating the recent spate of unsolved murders in the capital, and it was there where Valentin had learnt the name of Paula Walsh. A quick search online had thrown up several links to various news articles and police press releases in which Paula was mentioned, and Valentin had greatly enjoyed reading them as he learnt as much as he could about the woman who had been put in charge of trying to bring him down. 
So far, he had learnt that she was forty-nine-years-old and had risen to the position of Detective Chief Inspector after earning her stripes as a Constable on the beat. He had also learnt that she was the one who had come up with the theory of several of the unsolved murders being possibly committed by the same perpetrator and that was why she had spoken to the media. 
She wanted to issue a challenge to the person who may have been committing these crimes. 
Reading Paula’s statement in the newspaper, Valentin had felt the adrenaline rush that came with learning that his spectacular work was not going unnoticed. Having spent so long as the hunter, he was now relishing the opportunity to be the hunted, and he believed he had a worthy opponent in the form of Detective Walsh. Of course, he had no intention of making things easy for her, which was why he had not committed any new crimes since the statement had featured in the newspaper. The detective was only speculating about the murders being committed by the same person, and it was obvious that they had no evidence to even name a suspect yet, which meant Valentin had plenty of time to plot his next move. He knew that Paula and her team of plucky police officers would be waiting for him to slip up and commit one crime too many after reading the article in the newspaper, so he was prepared to bide his time and leave them grasping at straws. 
Perhaps a little jaunt to the bright lights of Las Vegas was just what was required for the Russian serial killer. There, he would get to satisfy his urge to kill, but it would be a long way from the watching eyes of the Metropolitan Police. 
Valentin loved the thrill of the chase and was glad that the police were starting to realise that there was a potential serial killer on the loose, but he was still being smart, and that meant not doing anything that could see suspicions land on his doorstep. One such way of being smart was in the way he had dealt with the gunshot wound he had suffered on Valentine’s Day. Going straight to a hospital would have instantly created questions about how he had come to have such an injury, and he would have had some serious explaining to do if the prostitute he had failed to kill had gone to the police and told them about the man she had wounded. An alert would have gone out citywide calling on all hospitals to report any male checking themselves in with a bullet wound to their shoulder which was why Valentin had made sure to go nowhere near any of the A & E departments in the city. Instead, he had taken out his phone and dialled one of the many phone numbers he had stored in there that were not listed in the phonebook. 
In amongst all the contact details for criminal clients and sordid escort agencies, Valentin had found the number for the man he knew had a solution to all problems in this city. He was a man by the name of Ronnie Larkhall, and a quick conversation with him gave Valentin an address to go to where a trained medical professional would be waiting to extract the bullet from the Russian man’s shoulder. 
Valentin had attended the address, met the ‘doctor’ and had his injury seen to, before paying the £15,000 fee and going on his way. While Valentin didn’t particularly like Ronnie and the way he did business, he did have to admit that he was a useful man to have in his phonebook, and it had been that way ever since their paths had crossed a couple of years ago. It had been one of Valentin’s clients who had brought Ronnie’s name to the Russian’s attention, doing so because Ronnie had swooped in and bought a block of flats that the client had been hoping to snare for themselves. When Valentin had investigated the off-the-books purchase, he had learnt that Ronnie had procured the property illegally, but rather than notify his client or indeed the police, Valentin had been impressed and visited the London gangster at his home for a face-to-face meeting. There, Valentin had offered his investing services to Ronnie should they be required in the future, for a friendly fee of course, and Mr Larkhall had been inclined to accept the offer, being the wise businessman that he was. Since then, the two men’s paths had crossed various times, although it had been a while since they had last done business, or at least it had been up until the moment when Valentin called Ronnie and asked him if he knew how to have a bullet wound treated discreetly. 
Having taken a week off work for ‘personal time’, Valentin had given the tender wound a chance to heal, and in the end, it had almost been a blessing in disguise because he got to have a break from his daily grind of catching trains and making trades. 
Almost. 
He still would have preferred to be the one dishing out the bullet wounds, after all. 
Stepping off the pavement and heading down the steps into the Underground station, Valentin loved the fact that he had the keys to this dirty city he called home. He made his fortune here, he knew just the right amount of people on both sides of the law here, and he got to act out his new favourite hobby here. Murder was once again on the Russian man’s mind as he descended below the city’s streets and headed for the next train bound for East London, and he knew it wouldn’t be long until he drew blood from another unsuspecting soul. 
Could Paula Walsh catch him or could any of the officers in her team rise up and make a name for themselves? Unlikely, Valentin thought with a smile as he stepped onto the platform, although that smile quickly dissipated when he saw that he was just two seconds too late to catch the next train. 
As the doors closed and the carriages moved on, Valentin knew he would have to wait for the next one. But that was okay. He was a patient man, and that trait was a virtue, especially when it came to what he liked to do in secret. There weren’t many impatient serial killers still on the loose. It was the patient ones who still walked free, and Valentin planned on being a free man for a long time yet. 
Unless somebody had the courage to stop him sooner rather than later. 



Tom *
15:49
Tom Casey listened to the rumbling of the tube train as it raced away from the platform and into the tunnel, the bright light that was previously seeping through the windows quickly replaced by the sudden and all-consuming darkness of the Underground. 
That rumbling sound got louder or quieter depending on which part of the extensive rail network the train was travelling across. Some parts were quiet, some parts were painfully loud, and some even exceeded the decibel level that was considered safe for the human ear. But this was London and people had to get to where they were going, so there was no time for complaining about the noise. 
If you get uncomfortable, then put your hands in your ears until the noise reduces. 
If not, then get on with it. 
Tom was just one of the many people in this carriage whistling underneath the city that had places to be and people to see. He was on his way to an office in Bermondsey that he had visited once before but had hoped he would never have to visit again. That’s because it was home to the divorce lawyer who was currently in charge of getting the paperwork and agreements in place for Tom’s impending legal separation from his wife, Kelly. 
It had been six months ago when Kelly had told her husband that she wanted a divorce, which had led to the unhappy couple visiting the office to begin formal proceedings for what the male in the marriage was hoping would be fairly civil proceedings between the estranged pair. However, the fact that several months had gone by and the separation was no nearer to being complete meant that a stress-free breakup had not come to fruition. 
There was a reason people hated the idea of divorce, and it wasn’t just to do with broken hearts, wasted wedding days and ludicrous lawyer fees. 
It was because it was a pain in the proverbial behind to get over the line. 
As Tom checked his watch and saw that he was running slightly late to make his appointment, he wondered again how it had come to this. Considering that nearly half a year had passed since Kelly had said the word “divorce” to him, he would have thought that it would have been all over and done with by now. Paperwork signed. Finances separated. Lives moved on with. He was certainly ready for that. He had a new girlfriend after all, although he had been doing his best to keep that to himself for the time being in case it complicated things in what was already proving to be a messy separation from his last lover. Unfortunately, he had let slip to Kelly on Valentine’s Day that he was seeing somebody, which hadn’t gone down well, and was possibly one of the reasons why his ex was still stalling on signing the paperwork. 
It was frustrating that Kelly was holding up the divorce now considering she was the one to suggest it while Tom had initially battled in vain to save the marriage, but after this many months, Tom saw no way for the issues to be resolved, nor did he want them to be. He had moved on, both physically and emotionally, thanks mainly to his colleague at the police station, Lizzy. The pair had been growing close over the last few months ever since news of Tom’s separation had become common knowledge, and Lizzy had asked him out formally on a date back on Halloween. At the time, it had been just what Tom needed to restore some of his battered confidence after a tumultuous relationship, and things had been going great between the new couple ever since. But legally, Tom was still married, and he couldn’t fully move on with his life until Kelly signed the papers and freed him up to be with Lizzy. 
The problem was that Kelly wasn’t signing them. 
As Tom felt the tube train slowing down again and the lights from the next underground station suddenly burst through the carriage windows, the police officer thought back to the events on Valentine’s Day when Kelly had visited him at the station. She had surprised him not only with her appearance at his place of work but with the news that she wanted to fight for their relationship, even as the divorce papers sat on the table in between them. While Tom had tried to convince her that doing such a thing wasn’t a good idea considering how much they had driven each other mad in the course of their short matrimony, Kelly had refused to budge on her opinion that things couldn’t be saved between them. That had been when Tom had mentioned that he had become involved with somebody else, although in hindsight that had been the worst thing he could have said. Kelly had not reacted well to the news of another woman on the scene, and that had become evident when she had thrown the divorce papers at him, sending them bouncing off his chest and scattering all over the floor. 
Needless to say, that particular conversation between the pair, just like most of the ones they had throughout their history, ended on a bad note. What was worse was that not only did it seem like the pair were no closer to agreeing to confirm the divorce, but that Kelly was actually willing to put up more of a fight with the divorce lawyers. Did she want more money in the separation? Did she want her husband to be listed as the reason for the break-up? Or did she really mean it when she said she wanted to give the relationship another go?
What did Kelly actually want?
Just like when they were living together, Tom had absolutely no idea. 
As the doors to the train slid open allowing several passengers to get off, the frustrated copper checked his watch again before letting out a loud sigh. The truth was that he really didn’t have time to be making this trip to visit the divorce lawyer today. Instead, he should have been sitting at his desk at the police station right now continuing to help in the investigation into the various unsolved murders that were starting to put the citizens of London on edge. As part of a Major Investigations Team, Tom was working long hours to solve serious crime, something he had originally got into the police force to do but it had taken a long time to materialise. But now, under the stewardship of the experienced Detective Walsh, he was getting to sink his teeth into some real cases and putting his skills towards things that could really make a difference to the lives of the people he was paid to serve and protect. 
One of those skills he had hoped to demonstrate to his gaffer was the ability to solve a crime or produce a suspect with only the smallest strand of a lead to go on. With many of the murders giving the officers nothing to go on, the team had turned their attention to looking into missing person cases to see if any of those may be connected or have been committed by the perpetrator of the killings. It had been while Tom was taking another look into the missing person file on a young woman by the name of Olivia Harringay that he thought he might potentially have a lead worth pursuing. 
After studying CCTV footage from the DLR train in East London on the day Olivia had last been seen, Tom had noticed a smartly dressed male in the same carriage as her who seemed to be looking in her direction and even got off at the same stop as she did. While it was a very loose lead, Tom had heeded the words from Paula to “think outside the box” and taken a trip to that same train station to see if he could spot the man again. Based on the CCTV footage and the train route, Tom figured that if the man was a regular commuter anywhere between Greenwich and Heron’s Quay station, then he might be lucky enough to spot him. Then he could watch him, learn his address or place of work, and see if there was anything else that seemed suspicious about the figure in the suit. 
Tom had boarded the DLR train early on the morning after Valentine’s Day and proceeded to ride up and down the route all through the morning rush hour, walking around the carriages and platforms and searching for the mystery man who had seemingly been keeping an eye on Olivia on the day she went missing. But any hopes that the police officer might have harboured about somehow getting lucky and solving a crime that may have led to solving many others was dashed when he went the whole morning without seeing the man anywhere. 
It had always been the longest of long shots but eventually, Tom had given up and left East London to return to the police station, where he hadn’t told any of his colleagues about where he had been and what he had been doing, mainly because he didn’t want to look stupid. But even now, two weeks later, that mystery man was still on Tom’s mind. He knew he hadn’t been seeing things when he had watched that footage and witnessed the man staring at Olivia. He didn’t know anything for sure, but he trusted that feeling in his gut that told him there was potentially something in it and that had been why he had returned to the DLR a few days later to try again. 
But he had only got the same result a second time. 
He still hadn’t been able to spot the man in the suit. 
Just like the rocky divorce proceedings in his personal life, Tom wasn’t having much luck in his professional life either. The problem was that he knew unless he got results in both areas, he wasn’t going to be happy. He needed the divorce to go through with Kelly so that he could move on with Lizzy, and he needed to start producing results with his police work so that he could impress Paula and let her know that she hadn’t made a mistake in accepting him onto her team. But so far, results were not great for Tom. The divorce was stalling. His leads were only taking him down dead-ends. And to make matters worse, now the train he was on seemed to be delayed, making him even later for his appointment than he was already going to be. 
As Tom impatiently tapped his foot on the floor of the carriage and silently urged the doors to close so they could be on the move again, he decided that he needed to think about something that would cheer him up. There were a few options that immediately came to mind. The latest football results. The upcoming stag do he was going to attend in Las Vegas. Even the fact that winter was coming to an end and soon London would be warm and sunny again. But recently, there was only one thing that made Tom feel happiest. 
Lizzy. 
His colleague at the police station had now become his girlfriend, and while they were still taking things slowly on account of the fact that Tom was technically still married, things were going so well between them that they had already talked about moving in together. Tom had agreed to her suggestion of him moving into her flat once the sale of his house with Kelly had gone through before they would eventually look to get their own place somewhere in the city soon after. He had, however, been a little nervous about the prospect of rushing things, especially after how quickly his last relationship had gone south. But despite his torrid experiences of cohabiting in his marriage, Tom was certain that things would run much more smoothly with his new partner and he couldn’t wait to take the next step in his relationship with Lizzy. 
It was wonderful to be with someone who he didn’t argue with on a daily basis. It was delightful to know that he was shown just as much respect by the other person as he showed them. And it was exciting to think about the honeymoon stage of this latest relationship lasting a hell of a lot longer than it had in his previous one. Right now, he and Lizzy were still at the stage where everything was fun. In comparison, it hadn’t taken long for him and Kelly to start going down a track that led nowhere but fighting, bitterness and sleeping in seperate beds. Obviously, in hindsight, he should have called it quits before they got married, but hindsight is a wonderful thing. 
Another wonderful thing is a motivational quote, and that was what Tom spotted when he glanced at the magazine being read by the person sitting beside him on the train. 
“Don’t let the concept of change scare you as much as the prospect of being unhappy.” 
It was a quote by Timber Hawkeye and was printed large across an image of an A-List celebrity who had obviously been interviewed for this latest edition of whatever magazine this was. Tom had no idea what the rest of the content of the article was, but the fact that he had just seen that quote, and how relevant it was to his life, made him feel a little better about his circumstances. 
He knew that the concept of change, whether it was divorce, a new job or a new relationship, could be scary but that prospect of being unhappy without the change was certainly much worse. 
Moving in with Lizzy was a little scary, but it was better than being unhappy and alone. Working in a stressful job solving murders was scary, but it was his dream and better than solving crimes nobody cares about. And finalising this divorce to Kelly was scary too, but it was definitely for the best and was certainly better than being as unhappy as they had both been over the last few years. 
Change is scary. 
But rejecting it in favour of remaining unhappy is infinitely worse. 
He just wished Kelly would see things the same way. 



Kelly *
15:50
Kelly Casey could see exactly what she needed to right now. 
From her position across the street from the apartment, she could see the homeowner moving around inside whenever they passed the window. Kelly had been out here for the last half an hour, and while she wasn’t sure how long she was going to stay, she was sure of one thing. 
The person inside right now was alone. 
As Kelly kept watch on the apartment, her mind was alive with all of the fantasies she had been entertaining over the last two weeks. 
Sneaking into the flat. 
Surprising the homeowner. 
Threatening the homeowner. 
Maybe even killing the homeowner. 
No, Kelly thought, that was a fantasy too far. It’s one thing to want revenge, but it’s another thing to take a person’s life. The woman inside the apartment didn’t deserve to die, at least not yet. What she did deserve was a warning, and that was exactly what Kelly was planning on giving her today. 
The truth was that nobody could create the change that Kelly needed in her life apart from her. It was a truth that was summed up rather succinctly in a quote by actress, Carol Burnett, which Kelly had come across when she had been Googling motivational expressions during one of her recent bad moods alone at home. 
“Only I can change my life. No one can do it for me.”  
With those words in mind, Kelly stepped out from behind the row of hedges that lined this side of the street and crossed the road in the direction of the flat. But she moved slowly, aware that there was no need to rush because she wasn’t in danger of being interrupted until she accomplished what she had come here to do. That was because the only other person who occasionally frequented this apartment was on the other side of London right now attending an appointment at an office in Bermondsey. It was an appointment that Kelly knew about because she had attended the same office earlier today. Tom would be busy with the divorce lawyer for the next hour or so, meaning that his current girlfriend, Lizzy, was on her own. 
Just how Kelly wanted it. 
Walking towards the front door, Kelly lifted her hands to her mouth and blew on them in a bid to inject a little heat. She had been standing out here in the chilly weather for too long without gloves on her hands, and she regretted forgetting those essential pieces of winter clothing. But it would be the only thing that she would regret today. That’s because when she was done here, she was certain that Tom would no longer be as keen on the idea of divorce as he currently was. It was easy for him to move on with his life when he had a new partner to move on with. But it wouldn’t be so easy when that new partner was gone from his life, which is exactly what Kelly intended to make happen today. 
Reaching the front door, the visitor reached out and pressed the buzzer to apartment number six before putting her hands back into her coat pocket to give them some much-needed warmth. As she waited for the homeowner to answer her call, Kelly felt relieved that it would only be a few more weeks until the weather warmed up again. This had been a bleak winter for her, in more ways than one, but she knew that better times were ahead. The changing of the seasons wouldn’t just bring an increase in temperature but also more happiness, which she was sure would be the case once she had managed to win Tom back from this woman inside and get her rocky marriage back on track. All she needed was for her to answer the door and let her in.
That was when she heard the clicking sound of the intercom. 
“Hello?’
Up to this point, Kelly had never heard the voice of the woman who was seeing her husband but now she had, and it wasn’t quite how she had imagined it. She had been expecting something a little gruffer than the quiet and relatively ‘posh’ voice that she actually heard. Lizzy wasn’t the tomboy type that Kelly had been visualising based on her choice of profession, but maybe that was a good thing. Maybe this woman was a softly spoken and mild-mannered individual and not a potentially intimidating police officer at all. If so, that would make what was about to happen next that much easier to accomplish. 
“Hi. Lizzy?” Kelly inquired, just to double-check that she really did have the right apartment. 
“Yes?” came the reply, which told her that she did. 
“I was wondering if I could have a word with you.”
“Who is it?”
“I’m a friend of Toms.”
“A friend?”
“That’s right.”
Kelly was being purposefully vague, deciding this was a smarter tactic to employ than coming right out with it and admitting that she was actually his current wife. 
“Is everything okay?” Lizzy asked, no doubt growing a little worried as to why one of Tom’s friends would turn up randomly on her doorstep in the middle of the day. 
“It’s fine. I just need to drop something off for him,” Kelly replied, growing impatient. 
The sooner this door was open, the sooner she could say what she had really come here to talk about. 
“Oh, okay. I’ll be down in one minute.”
The intercom clicked off, and Kelly smiled because the first obstacle had been overcome. 
As she waited for the woman in the apartment to come down to the front door, Kelly made sure to remind herself of why she was here and what she was doing this for. It was important to remind herself of that because from their admittedly brief conversation so far, Lizzy had sounded rather polite and diminutive. It would be very easy, therefore, for Kelly to soften a little in her resolve and treat this woman with too much kindness and respect. She had to be polite, at least at first, but she also had to remember that this woman was sleeping with the man she was currently married to. In Kelly’s mind, it didn’t make one bit of difference that it had been her idea to start the divorce proceedings with her husband. The fact was that Kelly now regretted that decision and wanted to work to save her marriage, and it seemed like the only obstacle to making that happen was Lizzy. 
With her out of the picture, all obstacles would be removed. 
Kelly kept her eyes on the glass door for any sign of movement inside, and it was only a few seconds later when she saw a figure coming down the stairs. Recognising her instantly as the woman she had already spent a considerable amount of time spying on, Kelly prepared for her first official face-to-face meeting with her love rival. It didn’t matter that Kelly had followed her husband and Lizzy several times since learning about their relationship on Valentine’s Day. Nor did it matter that Kelly had found this address by tailing Lizzy home one night after the female officer had finished her shift at the police station. What mattered now was putting a stop to her husband’s new relationship.   
Kelly wondered if Lizzy would recognise her as Tom’s wife as soon as she saw her standing on the other side of the door, but that didn’t happen because Lizzy just smiled and unlocked it. That told Kelly that this woman hadn’t gone looking for any photos of Tom’s ex online. That was unusual, Kelly thought, considering how jealous she knew females could be about things like that. But from the wide smile on Lizzy’s face, it was clear that she either had no idea who she was dealing with right now or if she did, she harboured no ill will or resentment to her. 
Unfortunately, Kelly could not say the same thing about her. 
“Hi!” Lizzy said as she opened the door for the woman on the doorstep. ‘We haven’t met. I’m Lizzy.’ 
She held out a hand towards Kelly, who reluctantly shook it, although very loosely. 
“I haven’t actually met any of Tom’s friends yet,” Lizzy went on to say. “I think he’s quite shy about introducing me to you all.”
“That sounds like Tom,” Kelly replied, gritting her teeth as soon as she had finished speaking. 
“Sorry, your name is?” Lizzy asked. 
“I’m Kelly.”
That was when the penny dropped, and the smile started to fade on the homeowner’s face. 
“Oh, I see,” Lizzy said after an awkward moment. “You’re Tom’s ex.”
“No. I’m Tom’s wife,” came the curt reply. 
The atmosphere between the two women instantly went as frosty as the weather outside this block of flats, and there was another awkward silence before either spoke again. 
“How did you get this address?” Lizzy asked, a little nervously Kelly noted, and that made her feel good inside. 
“Typical copper, always asking questions,” she replied with a snarl.
“Seriously, how did you get this address?”
“Don’t you worry about that. Instead, worry about what might happen if you keep on seeing my husband.”
“Are you threatening me?” Lizzy asked, and it was clear now that her polite and mild-mannered demeanour was not the only side to her. Kelly knew this woman must have an edge to her if she was able to work in such a male-dominated place of work as a police station, and now she was starting to see it. 
“Calm down. I’m not threatening you,” Kelly said, keeping her voice low to reflect what she had just said. “I’m just asking you to stop seeing my husband.”
“You’re getting a divorce,” Lizzy responded, shaking her head. “You’re not together anymore.”
“We are still together legally,” Kelly fired back. “You know, in the eyes of the law. I thought someone in your line of work would respect the rules of the land.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Lizzy replied. “You’re the one who left him.”
“Oh, is that what he told you?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I mean what happens between a husband and wife is between them and you can’t possibly have any idea what is going on in our marriage.”
“Your marriage is over!”
“No, it’s not!”
Kelly had come here with every intention of keeping her cool and giving a firm but respectful warning to this woman. But as it often did, her temper and bad mood had got the better of her, and now she was engaged in yet another argument. While this particular argument wasn’t with Tom, which made a rare change, it was with the woman who was now involved with Tom, so it wasn’t much better. But Kelly didn’t care about how many arguments she had to have, nor how many she might end up having in the future. Each argument was just another chance for her to get her point across more forcefully than the person she was engaging with, and right now that was Lizzy. 
The fact that Kelly had a fistful of Lizzy’s hair in her hand now and was pulling on it firmly was just one way of getting her point across. 
“Get off me!” Lizzy howled as she tried to break free of Kelly’s grip, but the attacker wasn’t having any of it. 
“Tell me my marriage is over again. I dare you!” Kelly cried as she continued to tug on Lizzy’s hair. 
“Get off!” the police officer begged again, and it was only the pathetic sound of her voice that made Kelly decide that enough was enough. 
For now, anyway. 
Letting go of her rival’s hair, Kelly watched as Lizzy stepped away from her and put her hand to her head, touching the tender piece of hair that had almost been pulled clean from her scalp. 
“You’re crazy! I’ll be reporting you for this!”
“And what evidence have you got?” Kelly asked. “Or are you one of those coppers that doesn’t care about things like that?”
“Seriously, get away from me right now!” Lizzy cried, and she reached for the door handle in an attempt to pull it closed, but Kelly shot out her own hand to prevent that from happening. 
“Stay away from my husband, I mean it!” Kelly said, feeling the anger coursing through her as she looked Lizzy dead in the eye. 
That anger must have been telegraphed all over her face because Lizzy said nothing in response to that, presumably realising that she was dealing with a woman here that was not to be messed around with. That, coupled with the surprise of the attack on the hair, meant that Lizzy was much more docile in comparison to the woman opposite her. 
With her point made, Kelly turned and walked away from the front door, heading back onto the street and not bothering to look back as she left. She had said all that she had come here to say, and while the incident with the hair was a little regrettable, the point had been made loud and clear. 
Lizzy was to stay away from Tom. 
If she didn’t then Kelly was only too happy to come back here and pay her another visit. 
As she crossed the road and turned the street corner, Kelly wondered if she would be returning to this street in the future. Hopefully not, but that remained to be seen. But with the interaction with Lizzy still running through her mind, it was difficult for Kelly to simmer down and lower her heart rate and anger levels. Fortunately, she knew a good way of handling that and reached into her pocket for her headphones, which she promptly connected to her mobile phone before going in search of a song to lift her mood. 
It didn’t take her long to find it. It was a new song, and it was quickly becoming one of her favourites. As the voice of singer-songwriter Will Robertson began to play in her headphones, Kelly felt a little bit better about the state of the world. Good music could make anything seem better for a while. 
It’s just a shame that it wasn’t powerful enough to work forever. 
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Louise Robertson had known that her life was going to change forever at the moment when she discovered that she had a brother. 
She just had no idea how much. 
It had only been two weeks ago when a night out with friends on Valentine’s Day had taken a shocking twist and she had found herself thrust into the public eye. That was because one of the most famous musicians in the country had taken to the stage in the crowded bar and spoken her name. It had turned out that Will Robertson was her brother, and amidst a sea of camera phones, cheering fans and thumping music, Louise had met her famous sibling for the first time. 
That whole night had been a complete whirlwind, but things hadn’t settled down much since. That’s because while Louise and Will were extremely eager to get to know each other, there was the small matter of Will being one of the most famous people on the planet, meaning the times, locations and circumstances surrounding their conversations had been crazy, to say the least. Like right now, for example. Louise was spending the day with her brother, but unlike more ‘normal’ siblings who might have chosen to pass the time together by going for a coffee, a walk in the park or a cheap meal in a local pub, they were currently holed up inside one of the largest music studios in the whole of London. 
Louise had spent most of the afternoon staring at the sea of dials and flashing lights on the enormous sound system in front of her and trying to figure out what the producer operating them all was actually doing, but she was still none the wiser. On the other side of the studio, separated from them by a glass screen, was Will who had a pair of headphones covering his ears while he sang into a microphone to record the music he needed for his next album. 
This was as far from a normal brother/sister catch up as could be. 
But then again, there was nothing normal about this brother and sister. Born to the same woman ten years apart, both Louise and Will had endured extremely different upbringings and lives before finding each other in that bar on Valentine’s Day. Their mother, Ruth, had raised Will for the last seventeen years but not before she had given up her first child, a decade earlier having been unable to cope with the pressures of motherhood while battling an addiction to alcohol. Louise had never known her real family, and she had certainly had no idea that the teenager taking the music charts by storm over the past year was her little brother. But now their worlds had collided, and once the initial shock and awkward hugging had passed, they had both been able to start building a relationship that would hopefully never be broken again. 
‘One more time,’ the producer said into the microphone beside him, and Louise watched as her pop star brother nodded his head and started singing again on the other side of the glass. She had been sitting in this studio for the last two hours watching Will and his American producer working hard to record the last couple of tracks needed to complete the singer’s sophomore album, and she was having a great time learning what really went into making music. The fact that she had no idea what was going on for most of the time she had been sitting in here hadn’t dimmed her enjoyment or enthusiasm, and while she was glad to be spending time with Will, she was also thrilled to be getting a behind-the-scenes glimpse of a pop star’s life. 
While Will had spent most of the last two hours singing various parts of various songs into the microphone, it was the man beside Louise who she had been learning the most from. Special D was his name, though presumably not his real one, and he was a twenty-two-year-old record producer from Los Angeles who seemed to possess an almost encyclopaedic knowledge of not only the music industry but every minute detail that went into the finished song that fans got to hear on the radio. 
“What does that button do?” Louise asked for what must have been the hundredth time since she had sat down beside Special D and observed him at work, but the young and energetic American was more than happy to answer every question. 
“That’s the Gain,” he replied in his strong West Coast accent which sounded ridiculously different to Louise’s London one. “It controls the electric signal that is allowed through this channel.” 
Louise nodded her head because for the first time today, she actually had some understanding of what he was talking about. While there were literally hundreds of dials in front of them, they were all in rows. Each row descended down and was called a channel, so Louise knew what Special D was referring to when he used this term. Not that it meant she would be able to have a go at operating this impressive sound system herself. She hadn’t touched a single thing since she had entered this studio and she wouldn’t dare to even if she was allowed. 
She didn’t want to mess up all her brother’s hard work. 
Will had been singing almost non-stop for the last two hours, and while it was obviously his passion, it was also clear that he had to put so much energy into recording even the simplest of song lyrics. Louise had noticed quickly that Special D was a perfectionist who had no qualms about getting Will to sing the same word over and over again until he got it exactly how he wanted it. While that was admirable, it was hard work for the musician, and Louise saw that the life of a pop star wasn’t just about flashing cameras and sold-out arenas. To get to those fun times required a whole load of work on the artist’s part to record the song and capture it in a way that could be transmitted into the ears of millions of music fans in the best sound quality possible. Some of the songs being recorded today may very well end up rising to the top of the charts and be performed in front of thousands of people, but it all started here, in this studio in West London with an American man asking Will to “try that one more time.”
Will gallantly started another rendition of the song he had already sung six times today, a track tentatively titled ‘The Love In You’, as Louise smiled and watched her talented brother perform. She wished he could see the beaming expression on her face, not just for encouragement but because he would see how much she was proud of him, but that was not possible due to his blindness. Louise had known all about Will and the problem with his eyesight before learning that she was related to him based on the fact that he was a superstar whose story had been told in TV interviews and newspaper articles ever since he shot to fame. But it had only been once she had properly met him and spent time with him that she saw what Will’s condition meant for him on a daily basis. 
Losing his sight had not affected the phenomenal ability he had to perform music, but it had obviously affected everything else. Simple tasks like walking into a room or eating a meal were challenging for him, and he couldn’t spend his free time like so many other people did by scrolling through a mobile phone or watching a movie. It had been tough to see the more difficult moments in her brother’s life over these last two weeks, a period in which Louise and Will had barely spent any time apart. 
After Will had found Louise in that bar with a little help from his girlfriend Chantelle, the three of them had gone back to his house in East London, which for Louise had been the first time she had been inside the home where her mother used to live. It was there over a hot drink around the kitchen table where Louise learnt all about Ruth but also the tragic events surrounding her death. 
While she had gone her whole life not knowing the woman who gave birth to her, Chantelle was able to show Louise the photo that had been discovered in Ruth’s bedside table shortly after her death on Halloween. It was that discovery which had led Will to track down his sister, and Louise had felt the tears forming in her eyes as she had studied the picture and saw herself as a newborn baby being held in the arms of the woman who would later give her up to the foster care system. But any resentment or pain Louise had harboured about her past had faded away over the years, having known that whoever her mother was, she would surely have kept her child if she had been able to. Louise was just thrilled to find out who her family really was, but it was a joy that was tempered when Will and Chantelle discussed what had happened to their mother just a few months earlier. 
Ruth had been murdered in her own home by an unknown assailant who was still at large, and Louise had noticed the anger and distress in her brother’s speech as he spoke about the crime. The police had failed to bring anybody to justice yet, but Will was determined to find the person who had committed the evil act, and Louise now shared that same goal. That was why in amongst the trips to the studio, the live gigs and all of the other things that came with being an international music star, Louise had joined Will as they desperately sought to solve the murder of their late mother. But just like the police had already explained, there were simply no leads to go on. 
Louise sat back in her chair as she watched Will singing into the microphone while Special D twiddled with various buttons beside her, thinking for a moment about how she wished she had got to meet her mum before she died. Based on what Will had told her about Ruth, she was a kind-hearted and loving woman, so it seemed that whatever had happened back in the early nineties when Louise had been given away had not been representative of the person she really was. But Louise also knew how lucky she was to have found one family member at all in the shape of her brother, so she at least had that to be grateful for as she watched him sing. But she was also grateful for what he had done to her life since he had found her on Valentine’s Day. 
After a DNA test had confirmed that they were indeed siblings, Will had told Louise that he wanted her to come and work for him as part of the growing team that supported his world-wide music career. His girlfriend, Chantelle, was already working wonders on his social media channels, but he wondered if his sister would also like to come on board and work for an international music star. 
Louise hadn’t needed to be asked twice. 
Gleefully quitting her receptionist job in Waterloo, Louise was now free to accompany her brother wherever his career might take him as they figured out a role for her with his manager, the mega-famous music mogul, Andrew Ayata. So far, Louise had been backstage at various gigs in London, watching as Will performed to impossibly large numbers of people in the capital. But that was going to be nothing compared to what was expected when Will embarked on his first tour of America over the coming months. Louise was going to accompany her brother on his twenty-date tour around The States, from Texas to Tennessee, and she couldn’t wait. It was going to be the experience of a lifetime, and it would all be kicking off in New York in just a few short weeks. 
Finding out she had a brother was a special moment. 
Finding out that brother could take her around the world for free was the cherry on the top. 
After what had been a painful year, from her sexual assault by Joe to the terrorist attack on Bonfire Night and his subsequent death, this year had started on a much brighter note for Louise. For the first time in her life, she had a family. She also had something exciting to look forward to. 
She was going to America and it was going to be amazing. 
It was quite the turnaround in fortunes for the young woman and the framed quote that hung on the wall of this studio summed it up well. 
“Change is the only constant in life.”
It certainly was that. 
But before she could lose herself in a daydream about visiting Times Square, The Las Vegas Strip and Hollywood Boulevard, Louise was interrupted by the sound of the phone ringing beside her. She turned to look at Special D, who stopped what he was doing with the sound decks and prepared to answer the call on his mobile. 
“Take five minutes, Will,” the American said into his microphone, allowing the teenage musician a brief break in his recording session while the producer answered the call. 
“Yo,” Special D said into his device in a way that would have sounded cheesy if it were not for the fact that he possessed a cool, Californian accent. 
But the chilled-out demeanour of the producer quickly evaporated as he listened to the person at the other end of the call and by the time he hung up, he didn’t seem as enthusiastic as he was before it. 
“Everything okay?” Louise asked him, hoping that whatever it was had nothing to do with her brother on the other side of the studio. 
“That was Andrew,” Special D replied, referring to Will’s manager. “And no. Everything is not okay.”
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Andrew Ayata hung up the phone after speaking to Will’s producer in the studio, but he knew it wouldn’t be long until he was using it again. 
As the head of Starlight Studios, one of the most famous record labels in the world, Andrew spent most of his day on the phone, either to musicians, agents, producers or journalists. It was a demanding job and one that he loved even though it had almost put him in an early grave after a heart attack last year which the doctors believed had been caused by his high-pressured role. But there were many downsides to being in such a prominent position within the music industry, and the potential for stress-related chest pains was only one of them. Another was the fact that he had to deal with legal issues surrounding his artists and their songs and the constant threat that somebody might sue his studio for copyright theft, plagiarism or simply after taking offence at some lyrics in one of his musician’s creations. There was a big world of music lovers out there who depended on the work Andrew did to give them joy, entertainment and hope, but there were just as many people who seemed determined to put him out of work. 
Today was no different. 

Before calling Special D, Andrew had taken a phone call from one of his lawyers in which he had been informed that the copyright infringement case against Will was proceeding and would now most likely be going to court. The claim had arisen last Halloween just before Will had been due to take to the stage, and the basis of it surrounded a line in the teenage musician’s most famous song ‘Demon In The Dark.’ The family of a deceased singer-songwriter in Seattle called Bo-X had claimed that Will had stolen the line from the lyrics of one of Bo-X’s songs and were therefore suing him, his studio, and by definition, Andrew as well. 
While the claim had seemed ridiculous at the time, as well as being vehemently denied by Will, Andrew had instructed his lawyers to look into it, but after a few months had passed quietly, he had assumed the claim was going to be withdrawn. That was until his phone rang a moment ago and he found out that he was going to have to more than likely make an appearance in court. 
Now he regretted leaving it to other people to fix instead of sorting it out himself. 
Like Andy Warhol once said:
“They always say time changes things, but you actually have to change them yourself.” 
Andrew sat back in his luxurious leather chair and drummed his fingers on his large oak desk as he thought about how he wished to proceed from here. Despite the absurdity of the claim, and the fact that Will hadn’t done anything wrong at all, a judge in America had sided with the family, and now full legal proceedings would have to begin. The worst-case scenario was that Will would be found guilty of stealing the lyrics and have to pay a sizeable fine, along with Andrew’s studio for producing the song, but it would be the blow to the reputation of both their careers that would be the most damaging aspect of it all. Nobody liked to be called a thief, especially not a creative artist, but that’s what Will, and by association, Andrew, were being called now. 
The lyrics in question were in the second verse of Will’s bestselling song, and the issue was that they also featured in a song by Bo-X called ‘Seattle Sonnet’ which had been released two years earlier. But besides the fact that neither Andrew nor Will had ever heard of Bo-X or his song before, meaning it was impossible for them to have purposefully stolen from it, Andrew was under the impression that music plagiarism only related to melodies or sampling. He hadn’t heard of a case of lyrical plagiarism before. Not only did this seem like an accidental issue caused by Will using lyrics from a song he had never heard of, Andrew was confident it wasn’t even possible to get this case to court. 
But apparently, he was wrong. 
As the lawyers of Starlight Studio worked away in the background on the impending case being brought against them from America, Andrew was faced with the task of informing Will that he may have to stand up in that court and defend himself. Unsurprisingly, Will had been shocked and angry to be accused of stealing from a fellow artist, so he was hardly going to take this news well. What’s more, the young musician already had more than enough on his plate juggling a burgeoning pop career, the murder of his mother and the fact that his long-lost sister had just come back into his life. All of that on top of the fact that Will was still coming to terms with the loss of his eyesight. 
Andrew had many phone calls to make and many meetings to arrange, but he knew there was one person he needed to speak to before he did all that. He needed to call Kaitlyn, the woman he put in charge of ensuring all his acts were supported mentally and physically during their careers. Her job was to flag up if any of the talents under the Starlight Studio banner were feeling overwhelmed by anything that was happening in their public or private lives. 
Addiction, depression and sometimes even suicide were often a tragic part of a musician’s life, and it wasn’t surprising considering how much of an unpredictable career choice it was. Touring the world, having easy access to drugs and seeing your every move scrutinised by millions of people was a recipe for mental health problems in many artists which was why Andrew made sure all his musicians had access to therapists and counsellors should they feel the need to speak to someone. But the problem was that most of them kept their problems hidden until it was too late and Andrew worried that Will could very easily go down that same path. Not only had he become an overnight sensation, which would be enough to mess with anybody’s mind, he was also only seventeen, dealing with blindness and the fact that his mum had been murdered in her own home.
That was a terrifying cocktail of things that could so easily see Will become the next tragic musician to pass away before their time. 
Andrew knew all about what this industry could do to a person’s health after his own health scare, and he was determined to make sure that none of his talented employees fell victim to this industry that loved you one minute and forgot about you the next. It was a fine line between a hit record and a flop, just like it was a thin margin between touring arenas and being a washed-up act in a seaside town, and every day in this crazy business was a challenge that could break even the strongest of minds. Andrew was facing just another of those challenges too, but while he knew he would be strong enough to handle it, he wasn’t so sure that Will was. 
He wanted to book a counselling session in for his young charge, and he wanted to do it right now. 
Picking up his phone, he instructed his PA, Joan, to reach out to his best counsellor before hanging up the receiver and checking the time. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw that it was almost four. Where the hell had the day gone again? They say time flies when you’re having fun, but for Andrew, it flew mainly because he was working so damn hard. 
Feeling the palpitations in his chest that reminded him that he needed to calm down, Andrew walked out from behind his desk and went to the window, opening it to allow a little fresh air to get inside his office. He had been meaning to go for a walk at lunchtime to clear his head, and in the process reduce his sky-high blood pressure, but once again he had been way too busy to find the time for a stroll. Considering that the afternoon was almost over now, Andrew realised it was also likely that he would fail to do the other thing that he had promised himself he would do today. 
Be home for dinner in time with his wife tonight. 
Andrew was married to Jackie, a woman who got to live in a lovely home thanks to her husband’s highly paid job, but barely got to spend any time with the man she was married to. Andrew worked such long hours, often over seven days a week, leaving Jackie to constantly complain about the fact that he was never around for dinner or a conversation that lasted more than five minutes. Of course, he felt bad about not being the perfect husband, but in trying to be the perfect music mogul, it meant he had to commit to a full day in the office. The only way he would be able to spend more time with his wife would be if he gave up his job, and there was no way he wanted to do that. He was far too ambitious, powerful and driven to quit, put his feet up and spend the rest of his days watching daytime telly. He still had so much more to achieve in the music industry, and besides, he wasn’t anywhere near what would be considered retirement age yet. There was plenty of life left in him, despite what some of the more pessimistic doctors had tried to tell him during his annual health checks, so he was not going to trade away his respected job for a life out of the limelight. But he did feel bad about the fact that he wasn’t going to be home for dinner again tonight so he decided that he would make a quick call to Jackie on his mobile and break the news to her as gently as he could. Unfortunately, he didn’t get the chance to do that because the door to his office suddenly burst open and a man walked in alongside a young girl who looked to be no older than eight. 
“Are you the head of this studio?” the male intruder asked in a thick, Cockney accent, sizing Andrew up and down from where he stood across the room. 
‘’You can’t just barge in here!” Andrew fired back, walking around his desk and reaching for his phone. “How did you get past my PA?”
“Forget about your PA. Listen to this,” the man said, ushering the young child further into the room before closing the door behind her.
“You can’t be in here! You need a meeting, and you definitely don’t have one booked!” Andrew tried, but the man and his child seemed to completely ignore him as they came closer to his desk. 
Andrew was just about to press the number that would put him through to his PA when the door burst open again, and he saw Joan enter the room. 
“I’m so sorry. They just barged right past. I couldn’t stop them!” Joan said, visibly afraid because she probably thought she was going to lose her job now. But Andrew wasn’t going to fire the woman who had managed his meetings for the last several years. He was, however, going to call security and have the man and child escorted from the premises immediately. 
“It’s okay, Joan. I’m calling security,” Andrew said, letting his PA know that she wasn’t to blame for this surprise intrusion while also letting the uninvited guests know that they should leave now before they were made to. 
But to Andrews’ surprise, the man made no attempt to leave. In fact, he did quite the opposite. He walked over to the desk and put his hand on the button on the phone that ended the call Andrew was trying to make. 
“What the hell are you doing?” Andrew cried, and it was only now the man was so close to him that he started to feel a little nervous about his presence. While the male wasn’t particularly big, he had a certain menace to him, and the way he was looking at the music mogul made it clear that the threat of security wasn’t one to send him scarpering away. 
“I’m doing you a favour,” the Cockney man said again, gesturing to the so-far silent child behind him. “This is my daughter, Lucy, and she is going to be a superstar. All she needs is you to make that happen for her.”
This wasn’t the first time in his long and storied career as a studio head that somebody had told Andrew that their child was the next big thing. But it was the first time that somebody had barged into his office to do it. That told the powerful mogul that not only was this father serious about his claim, but he was potentially dangerous too. 
“I’m sorry. I’d be happy to hear your daughter sing another time. Maybe we could set up a meeting?” Andrew suggested, glancing at Joan with raised eyebrows. He had no intention of setting up any meeting with the kind of man who was rude enough to storm past his PA, but he was at least trying to make it sound like he did. 
Maybe this guy would take his daughter by the hand and leave the office if he thought he could come back another day. That would give Andrew time to examine his security situation and figure out why none of the men who were supposed to be standing at the entrance to this huge office building had been able to stop an uninvited guest from waltzing in. But then the man stepped closer to the desk again, and this time Andrew had some idea about how he had got in here. 
Maybe the security staff had been in position. 
Maybe they just hadn’t been able to stop him. 
“We’re not setting up another meeting,” the Cockney man said with a snarl. “We’re going to have this meeting right now.”



Ronnie *
15:53
Ronnie Larkhall clicked his fingers, which was the signal for his daughter to start singing. Sure enough, little Lucy Larkhall wasted no time in bursting into a rendition of her favourite Beyonce song, which to her father, was a rendition that was even better than the original. But he would say that because he was her biggest fan and believed in her talents. 
The person he needed to make feel the same way was standing across the desk from him in this office. 
Ronnie kept his eyes on Andrew as Lucy sang, carefully studying his expression for any sign of what the powerful music mogul might be thinking. For a man as well connected in this city as Ronnie, he knew exactly who he needed to see when it came to getting what he wanted. 
He knew the person to go to smooth things over with the police when they were looking into his criminal enterprise. He knew the person to go to when he needed help getting a certain shipment of narcotics into the country and into the hands of his team of dealers in London. And he knew the person to go to when he needed somebody to be silenced. That last one tended to be his right-hand man, Bulldog, who loved nothing more than partaking in a little violence on behalf of his powerful boss. But Ronnie also knew who to see when it came to giving his little girl everything she wanted. 
As an aspiring pop star, Lucy had asked her dad if he thought she could achieve her ambition and being the good father that he was, he had assured her that she could. To do that, he knew she would require a recording contract but not just with anybody. She needed it with the biggest music label in London, which just happened to be Starlight Studios. That meant getting in front of the man who ran that studio, Andrew Ayata, and making him listen to what Lucy had to offer. Now here they were, in the office of the powerful mogul himself, and the only thing that remained to be seen was what would Andrew think of this little girl and her voice. 
Hopefully, he would like it and agree to sign her to his label. If not, then Ronnie would be coming back here again in the near future, but it wouldn’t be his little girl that he would be bringing with him next time. 
It would be Bulldog. 
As Lucy continued to sing, Ronnie kept his eyes on Andrew, which only seemed to make the mogul grow more uncomfortable by the second. But that was the whole point, and Ronnie was not going to look away until his daughter had finished singing and she had got what she came here to get. 
A lucrative contract and a date in the studio to record her first single. 
Ronnie noticed that Andrew kept looking nervously in the direction of his PA, Joan, who was still standing in the doorway, but he didn’t mind that. He would rather that she was still here because if not, she could be fetching the security guards to come and remove him and his daughter from this office. Ronnie had been able to easily make his way through the lobby of Starlight Studios when he had arrived here five minutes ago, thanks to the fact that he was friendly with one of the security staff on duty today. When he says friendly, he actually means one of the security staff was intimidated and threatened yesterday by Bulldog into ensuring that Ronnie and Lucy would be able to pass through peacefully upon their arrival today. Ronnie always found that if you needed access into a certain part of a building, the threat of violence worked so much better than silly things like access cards and signing-in books. Now here they were in Andrew’s office, and Lucy was almost done singing her song. 
How had the audition gone? 
It was time to find out. 
A heavy silence fell over the room as Lucy finished singing and looked to her father, who smiled and nodded his encouragement at her for a job well done before turning back to Andrew and fixing him with a steely glare. 
“So, what do you say? Are you going to sign my daughter or what?”
Andrew took a moment to answer, probably because he realised that the question had been asked in such a way that there was only really one answer that he could give to it. 
“Well, your daughter certainly has a powerful voice,” Andrew began, now starting to sweat, which Ronnie liked to see. 
“You’re damn right she does,” Ronnie replied. “May I remind you that she is only eight years old.”
Andrew nodded, but he also glanced nervously at Joan before speaking again. 
“Don’t look at her, look at me,” Ronnie instructed him, and Andrew did as he was told. 
It amused Ronnie to think that Andrew probably presumed that the presence of both Joan and the little girl in the room meant this meeting was less likely to result in violence, but that was certainly not the case. Ronnie was prepared to get physical with this man if he needed to be, and he didn’t care who witnessed it. If the gangster had learnt anything in his long and lucrative career in business, it was that you don’t usually get things by asking for them nicely. 
You get things by taking them. 
But Ronnie was prepared to at least give the man in front of him the chance to do the right thing before he resorted to clenched fists and bloodied knuckles. 
But only a small chance. 
“I like her enthusiasm,” Andrew continued, obviously struggling with what he really wanted to say. 
“Forget about that. She can sing, right? So give her a recording contract and we’ll be on our way.”
Andrew seemed stunned by the simplicity of Ronnie’s statement, but there was no point beating around the bush. Ronnie had come here for one thing and one thing only, and he wasn’t going to leave without it. 
“It’s not quite as simple as that,” Andrew began, wiping away a couple of beads of sweat from his shiny forehead as he spoke. 
“It can be if you want it to be,” Ronnie replied without skipping a beat. 
“Well, it’s not just my decision about who I give contracts to. There’s a whole process. I have to speak to the other executives. We have to have meetings. Call-backs. More auditions. Studio time.”
“That all sounds like a very longwinded way of getting to where you are going to get to anyway,” Ronnie said, shaking his head and reaching into the inner pocket of his suit jacket. 
Andrew was clearly anxious about what might be coming out of that pocket, and his eyes widened as Ronnie took his time drawing out the suspense until he finally revealed what it was that he had in there. 
It was a piece of paper, and it was now being placed onto Andrew’s desk. 
“I took the liberty of having a contract drawn up by my lawyers. We can iron out all the details later once you’ve got your executives on board, but for now, this should do the trick,” Ronnie said, and he picked up a pen from the desk to hold in Andrew’s direction. 
“I’ll need to have a look at it before I sign anything,” Andrew replied, laughing nervously while looking at Joan again, who was still standing uselessly in the doorway, presumably too afraid to leave for fear of what might happen if she wasn’t here to witness it. 
“Well have a look then,” Ronnie fired straight back. “We’re not in a rush.”
With that, he made his way over to the black leather sofa opposite Andrew’s desk, and he gestured at Lucy to do the same. Both father and daughter took a seat on the plush seating before looking back at Andrew who remained standing with the contract and the pen sitting in front of him. 
After a tense moment, Andrew took a seat behind his desk and picked up the piece of paper that Ronnie had produced for him, giving it a read while the rest of the people in his office waited silently. 
“So, what do you think?” Ronnie asked when he was sure that Andrew had had the time to read at least half of it. 
“Thank you for taking the time to put this together,” Andrew began, clearly trying to soften the blow for what was to come next. “But as I said. I really can’t sign anything without speaking to the other executives first.”
“I thought you were the boss around here,” Ronnie replied. 
“Well, yes, I am, but...”
“Then why do you need to ask your employees for permission before you sign something?”
“Well, it’s not quite as simple as that. I still have shareholders to report to. Lawyers to consult with. I can’t just do what I want.”
“Why not? I’m the boss of my company and I do what I want,” Ronnie replied with a smug grin. “What’s the point of being the boss if you can’t make decisions on your own?”
He turned to his daughter beside him. 
“Doesn’t sound like a boss to me,” Lucy said with a cockney twang so strong that it offered further proof that this little girl was her father’s daughter. 
Andrew smiled nervously again as he looked at the girl on his sofa, but she didn’t return the expression, which made Ronnie happy to see. He had spent a long time making sure that his daughter was prepared to go into battle with business owners because while she was only young, it was never too early to learn how to conduct yourself in meetings, especially ones that had the potential to change your life. 
Ever since Lucy had told her dad what she wanted to be, Ronnie had been sowing the seeds of her fledgling music career and taking the necessary steps to ensure that it would happen for her. He hadn’t wasted any time trying to go about things the traditional way, because he knew that the odds of success on that route were slim and explained why so many wannabe musicians ended up busking on the streets before giving up and settling for a more traditional job. Instead, he employed his usual bag of tricks to get what he wanted, which consisted mainly of intimidation, violence and other acts of crime. 
There had been the event organiser for the Bonfire Night party at Battersea Park who had allowed Lucy to perform on one of the stages soon after Bulldog had entered the negotiation. There had been the owner of a small studio in North London who had been made to open up his facilities to Lucy for an afternoon after Ronnie had threatened to burn the place to the ground if not. And there had been the substantial amount of recording equipment that had been stolen from a studio in Bermondsey by Bulldog and Ronnie’s nephew, Damian, all of which now sat in the ‘home studio’ in Ronnie’s sprawling estate for his daughter to use whenever she wished. 
There was no doubt that crime had a way of making things happen quicker, and Ronnie expected this particular scenario to be expedited in exactly the same way. Bulldog hadn’t threatened the security guard so he and his daughter could get in here for nothing, after all. 
“So, are you going to sign it or what?” Ronnie asked again, growing impatient and checking the time on his stolen Rolex to emphasise that. 
Andrew seemed to think carefully about his answer for a moment and once again looked in the direction of his diminutive PA in the doorway, but she couldn’t help him now. Nobody could. This was a decision for a boss to make.
From one boss to another. 
“I’m sorry. I really can’t,” Andrew said, much to Ronnie’s disgust. “But I will take it to my executives and get back to you as soon as they have an answer.”
Ronnie turned away from the pathetic man behind the desk and looked down at his daughter who was still sitting politely beside him with her hands in her lap and a determined expression on her face. 
“Come on, Lucy. This meeting is over,” he said to her, and the two of them got up off the sofa and made their way towards the door. 
Joan immediately slunk out of the way so that they could pass, but the atmosphere was decidedly frosty in the room, and that must have been what made Andrew speak up before his uninvited guests were able to leave. 
“I’m sorry, but maybe we can talk again in the future?” he suggested sheepishly, causing Ronnie to pause in the doorway and turn back around to look at him. 
The look on Andrew’s face let Ronnie know that he was instantly regretting saying anything more, but it was too late now. 
“This meeting was finished,” Ronnie said firmly. “Why would you try to continue it after that?”
Andrew seemed to think carefully about his answer before eventually settling on one. 
“I just thought it would be nice to end on good terms,” he suggested with a hopeful smile. 
But Ronnie wasn’t in the mood to give him one back. Instead, he just shook his head and looked around the room before fixing his icy glare back on the man behind the desk. 
“It’s a little late for that,” he replied in a menacing tone. “Like I said. This meeting is over.”
With that, Ronnie turned and walked out of the room, his daughter quickly following alongside him. 
As the pair made their way back into the lobby of the studios, the gangster thought about what a beautiful building it was and how nice it must be to work here.
It would be a shame if anything was to happen to this place.  
A real shame. 
A less confident man than Ronnie might have felt intimidated by the plush office, the slick suits and the powerful executives who ran this place, but as he made his way through the lobby, he remembered the famous Charles Darwin quote:
“It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.” 
That quote hung on the wall in Ronnie’s mansion, and it was a daily reminder to him before he started his day that he hadn’t begun his climb to power from a place of strength or intelligence. Rather, he had simply been a man who had opened up his mind to the possibility of change. 
And there was no doubt about it now. 
Things needed to change around here. 



Damian *
15:54
Damian Chadwick felt the buzz from his mobile phone in his jacket pocket and took it out to see that he had just received a message from his Uncle Ronnie. 
“I might have another job for you.”
Damian was already on a job for his uncle, but he wasn’t in a position to turn down future work, so he sent a reply to say that was no problem before returning his phone to his pocket and looking back at the house he was currently sitting outside of. So far, the homeowner had not come out, but it was only a matter of time, and when he did, Damian would make sure to follow. 
“That was Ronnie. Says he’s got another job for me,” Damian said to the man sitting next to him in the front of the car, although he wasn’t expecting anything much back in response. 
His partner today wasn’t much of a conversationalist and preferred to let his fists do the talking, which to be fair, was the best way to be in this line of work. But Damian preferred to pass the time by having a chat, which was the reason why he had been disappointed to see that he was going to be spending the day with the man affectionately known as ‘Bulldog’ today. 
The reason for the two men being outside this house today was because the person inside currently owed their employer, Ronnie, over twenty thousand pounds. While the debt wasn’t due to be paid until next week, Ronnie had thought it a good idea to send a polite but firm reminder of exactly what would happen if the money failed to materialise on time. He had sent his nephew and his right-hand man to deliver that reminder for him. 
Damian and Bulldog were sitting in the car waiting for the homeowner to come out so they could have a quiet word with him in which they would remind him of his obligation to pay back the money before the deadline. If that deadline wasn’t met, it would be obvious what would happen next. 
Basically, the homeowner would go ‘missing’. 
Damian kept his eyes on the windows of the home for any signs of movement inside and hoped it wouldn’t be too long until the man came out. He was called ‘Big Kev’ although it was an ironic name because the owner of it was barely 5ft tall and was as skinny as a rake. If it came to it, Damian figured he would be able to pick up Big Kev with one hand around his throat. As for Bulldog, he could probably throw Big Kev halfway down the street. 
If it seemed strange for such a diminutive man to be involved with a gangster like Ronnie, then one only needed to spend a little while living in the underworld of the London crime scene. Damian knew most of the figures who operated in this shady space that was far removed from the white-collar workers who packed the tubes every weekday to earn their living in an office, and many of them were exactly like Big Kev. They were the dregs of society, weasels who scrounged a living doing unspeakable things, and more often than not ended up taking one too many chances and screwing over the wrong guy before ending up face down on a building site somewhere with a bullet hole in the back of their head. Damian and Bulldog were here today to make sure that this particular weasel didn’t screw over their employer and leave them with a twenty grand hole in the business’s finances. 
“Why don’t we just go and knock on his door?” Damian asked, growing increasingly bored of this particular job. Sometimes his days involved handling large piles of cash or drugs, but there wasn’t anything exciting about this assignment. 
“Because somebody might see us,” came the gruff reply from Bulldog. 
“And nobody can see us sitting here, can they?” Damian replied sarcastically, which he soon regretted when he noticed the look on his partner’s scarred face. 
“Just following orders.”
Damian rolled his eyes because that was the usual response he got from Bulldog whenever he challenged him about something. Bulldog always followed whatever Ronnie had told them to do to the letter, whereas the younger man preferred to be a little more creative if possible. 
That was why he much preferred working alone. 
Letting out a deep sigh, Damian sank down a little further into his seat and took out his phone again, deciding to kill a few minutes scrolling through social media rather than try and engage his wordsmith of a partner in any more conversation. 
Opening Instagram, the first thing that Damian was met with was an image of a bikini model sprawled out beside a pool somewhere much more glamorous than this street in East London. 
“Check her out,” Damian said, showing his phone to his partner, who gave the slightest eyebrow raise to signal his approval. 
Damian knew that was about as much excitement that Bulldog was ever going to show to anything, so he carried on scrolling through his phone, going past several more images of scantily-clad females, as well as sports cars and stunning mansions, because they were the main accounts that he followed online. But it wasn’t all just low-brow stuff. Damian also liked to follow accounts that inspired him to achieve his number one goal in life, which was to get rich, and he came across one of those accounts a few seconds later in the form of a motivational caption. 
“If the plan doesn’t work, change the plan but never the goal.”
Damian didn’t know who had said that one but the more he thought about it, the more he liked it, and he considered sharing it with his partner. But then he remembered how enthused Bulldog had been about the bikini model. If that hadn’t got him excited, then a quote about reaching goals was hardly going to do the job. Instead, Damian put his phone back into his pocket but continued to ponder the quote for a moment. 
He had a clear plan for reaching his own goal of getting rich, and it consisted of him doing as many jobs for his uncle as possible in order to accumulate enough money so that he no longer had to spend his days stuck with a bald man called Bulldog. 
Instead, he could be out in Spain pursuing one of those bikini models he followed online. 
Being in this line of work, which was essentially organised crime, meant that Damian could get very wealthy, very fast. He had seen how much of a fortune Ronnie had amassed, and while Damian would love to have as much money as his uncle, he would settle for a little less, at least for now. That was because he didn’t want to spend a lifetime running the streets of London like his uncle had. He wanted to make his money and get out while he was still young, rather than end up like Bulldog, a grizzled veteran of the criminal underworld who had almost as many scars on his body as there were days in the year. So far, Damian had come through his time in this dangerous line of work unscathed, but he knew the longer he was in it, the more chance there was of him getting stabbed, slashed and shot just like Bulldog had over the years. Ronnie had also experienced more than his fair share of bodily harm, and there was a reason very few people lived to be old in this game. 
Somebody usually killed you before you got to retire. 
That was why Damian was set on retiring early, before he lost his edge and with it, his life. He would keep working for his uncle for the time being, but he was saving up hard, and he already had one eye on getting out of London and setting up his own illegal enterprise on the streets of Marbella. Furnishing British holidaymakers with drugs seemed like the perfect way for Damian to spend his days, and with the money there was to be made out there, he was confident that he would not only own a home with a pool like in the Instagram photos but have a beautiful woman to lie beside it with him too. 
He closed his eyes and wished he was there now with the sun on his back and a cold drink in his hand, and for a second it was easy to forget he was actually on a grimy street in the East End beneath a charcoal grey sky. It was until Bulldog gave him a nudge and told him to look alive. 
“He’s coming out.”
Damian opened his eyes and looked towards the door, and sure enough, he saw Big Kev making his way out of his property. 
As the two men in the car watched the vertically challenged, weasel-faced man locking his front door, they wound down their windows and prepared to initiate conversation. They waited until Big Kev had walked away from his front door and was just about to pass their car when they spoke. 
“Good afternoon,” Damian said loudly enough to make Big Kev jump. 
The smile on the short man’s face dropped when he saw who it was who had spoken to him, and it fell away even more when he noticed Bulldog sitting beside him. 
“Damian! Bulldog! Hi!” Big Kev cried, trying way too hard to convince the two men that he was actually pleased to see them. But the men in the car weren’t offended because they knew that very few people in this city were pleased to see them. If they showed up, it usually meant that you were in trouble. 
“Going anywhere nice?” Damian asked, but Big Kev didn’t dare take a step closer to the car as he engaged in conversation. 
“Just to the shops,” Big Kev replied, glancing up and down the street nervously. 
“Just to the shops,” Damian repeated back to him. “And are you planning on buying anything from the shops?”
Big Kev clearly didn’t want to be standing here chatting to these two men in front of him, but he knew better than to try and run away, so he had no choice but to answer. 
“Just something for dinner,” he replied quietly. 
“Great! What are we having?” Damian said, rubbing his hands together in mock glee. 
“Erm, just a pie or something.”
“A pie! Bulldog loves a good pie, don’t you Bulldog?”
Damian looked to the silent and scarred man sitting beside him who made no attempt to answer that, not that Damian expected him to. Turning back to Big Kev, Damian eyed the unimposing figure up and down before speaking again. 
“You need money to buy a pie though, don’t you?” he asked him. 
Big Kev nodded. 
“So am I right in thinking that you have money on you right now?” Damian continued. 
Big Kev thought about it before nodding again. 
“Well, my uncle will be very happy to hear that. Very happy indeed. That means he will be getting the money you owe him before the deadline, right?”
Big Kev shifted his feet a little and scratched his arm nervously before giving his answer. 
“I can pay him on the deadline, don’t worry about that,” he said quietly. 
“Sorry, what was that? Come closer. I couldn’t hear you.” 
Big Kev thought about it for a moment and it was clear that he really did not want to get any closer to the car with the two dangerous men inside, but he had no choice. Not with the way those men were looking at him right now. 
Taking a couple of tentative steps towards the open window of the vehicle, Big Kev ducked down a little before repeating himself, but that was all the opportunity that Damian needed to grab him by the scruff of his jacket and pull him closer to the car. 
“Hey!” Big Kev cried with his head halfway inside the vehicle, but Damian didn’t let go and held the man there for a few seconds before instructing Bulldog to start the engine. 
As the key turned in the ignition, Big Kev begged for Damian to release him, but the young man planned on doing no such thing until he had finished the conversation. 
“This is a reminder of the deadline to pay back Ronnie. If you fail to do so then your days of pie eating will be over, do you understand?” 
Big Kev nodded his head quickly. 
“Say I understand,” Damian ordered him as Bulldog put the car into gear and prepared to release the handbrake. 
“I understand!” Big Kev cried while doing his best to get his head out of the car before it was put into motion. 
“Fair enough. Enjoy that pie.”
Damian loosened his grip on Big Kev’s collar but not enough to allow the man to get very far from the car before Bulldog put his foot on the accelerator. 
As Damian let go of Big Kev’s jacket, he heard the howl of pain from the man as the back tyre of the vehicle ran over both of his feet. 
Glancing in his wing mirror as they sped away down the street, Damian saw Big Kev fall to the pavement and put his hands down to both of his mangled feet, presumably in a bid to stop the pain after several bones had been broken. 
“I don’t think Big Kev is going to make it to the shops now,” Damian chuckled as the car reached the end of the street and turned away in the direction of the city centre. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t make a quick stop off there. How about a pie, Bulldog?”
Bulldog didn’t seem too keen about the idea that had just been suggested to him. 
“Boss told us to come straight back,” he replied in his monotone style, but Damian laughed it off. 
“Stop worrying about my uncle for one minute and try and live a little.”
Bulldog didn’t seem impressed by that idea either, but Damian wasn’t taking no for an answer. 
“Come on. I’m buying. What kind of pie do you fancy? Steak and ale? Pork? Vegetarian?”
Bulldog scoffed at that last suggestion which got a good laugh from the man beside him. 
“Two meat pies it is then. Now, how about some music?”
Damian reached out for the button that would turn the radio on, but Bulldog quickly batted his hand away, which wasn’t a surprise. Bulldog hated music. Bulldog seemed to hate everything. But Damian knew that and laughed again. He was only winding his colleague up. He was happy enough to sit in silence for the rest of the journey. 
Silence wasn’t too bad. 
There were certainly scarier things in the world than that. 



Abdul *
15:55
Abdul Kahn hated the sound of silence. As a comedian, it was one of the scariest things he could hear. Silence meant nobody was laughing and if nobody was laughing, then the joke had failed. 
Not for the first time since he had embarked on a career as a stand-up comedian, Abdul felt like he was completely out of his depth.  
His sense of unease wasn’t helped by the fact that he was standing beneath the bright and burning lights of an enormous television studio alongside several comedians who were all vastly more experienced in this situation than he was. The reason for Abdul being here today was because he was taking part in a recording of a popular comedic quiz show for a large TV network, but unlike the rest of the people he was sharing the sound stage with, this was his first time doing anything like this. That certainly explained the feeling of nausea in the poor man’s stomach, but it might also have explained why nobody had just laughed at the joke he had told. 
Not only could Abdul not hear the 200-strong audience, but he couldn’t see them either. The rows of seats where the general public was sitting were shrouded in darkness, and all he could see when he looked in their direction was several blinding spotlights shining back in his face. At first, he thought it might have been a good thing that he couldn’t see the faces of the large audience because it could have made him nervous, but that would have been better than seeing nothing but bright lights or darkness. 
At least he could see the faces of the people he was on the stage with, and he looked to his left at the row of comedians who were all sitting at the same long desk as him trying to make the audience laugh. This show was called ‘Laugh All You Want’ and the episode being recorded today was scheduled for broadcast to an audience of millions next week. The format was a simple one and involved five comedians joining the regular host to discuss various topics and answer some general knowledge questions, all with the aim of providing humour and entertainment to the watching public. Abdul knew this show well because he had watched it many times with his family from the comfort of his sofa at home in South London. But it was certainly not as comfortable to watch it unfold from where he was sitting now, which was at the end of the long desk in full view of the television cameras and the ridiculously hot studio lights. 
Considering Abdul had only started his journey into stand-up comedy a few months ago at an open mic night on Halloween, he had certainly come a long way since then. At the time of his first ‘gig’, he hadn’t even been sure if professional comedy was something that he would be good at. That was because his day job involved driving buses around the English capital, so it required a slightly different skillset to say the least. But after that first night back in October when he had surprisingly made a room full of drunken young people laugh with his cheesy jokes, his ambitions in comedy had grown, just like his second career had done. After several more successful gigs in the small clubs and pubs that made up the stand-up comedy circuit in Central London, Abdul had grown in confidence and realised that being funny was something that he could not only do to make his family and friends laugh, but he could do it to make paying customers laugh too. 
By Christmas time, it had become clear to him that there was money to be made in being a comedian and although it wasn’t much at his level, it was just as comparable to driving a bus and infinitely more enjoyable. With that in mind, Abdul had decided to leave his job on the buses at the start of the new year and give comedy his full attention. He wasn’t getting any younger and knew that if he didn’t do it now, he never would. Fortunately, it seemed like he had made the right decision because the first couple of months of the year had flown by in a haze of bigger and better shows, and even a few of his social media clips had gone ‘viral’, which explained why he had been invited to appear on a show like this one after such a short time in the industry. 
It had been while he was still working as a bus driver that Abdul had started to film himself standing beside his vehicle telling jokes or singing humorous lyrics to the tune of famous songs. What had initially started out as a way to make the hundred or so followers he had online have a giggle, quickly snowballed when thousands of people began to view the clips and caused his social media channels to explode in popularity. In no time at all, Abdul went from a hundred followers to over a hundred thousand, all of whom couldn’t get enough of this comedic bus driver who was not only funny but polite. None of Abdul’s jokes were offensive or nasty, and instead just poked fun at the many mundane things that make up everybody’s lives. Things like cooking dinner, driving to the petrol station and figuring out how to use a self-service checkout in the supermarket were just some of the harmless subjects Abdul liked to jest about, and this clean-cut comedy made him massively popular with the general public. 
After garnering so much attention online in such a short space of time, Abdul had been shocked when a well-known comedian had reached out to him and invited him to be the opening act on his upcoming UK tour this summer. For Abdul, the chance to perform in front of thousands of people in sold-out arenas every night had been a terrifying but exciting one, and he had gratefully accepted the offer. The fact that he was going to make more money per show than he had in an entire month on the buses was something that he tried to stay calm about, although his wife had let out several loud screams when she found out about it. But Abdul wasn’t doing this for money. He was doing it to inspire others to follow their dreams, so he was happy for his wife to look after the cash while he went out and did the work. 
His wife seemed happy about that arrangement too. 
But now Abdul was starting to wonder if he had bitten off more than he could chew. It was one thing standing on a stage by himself trying to make people laugh, but it was another entirely to be on stage with several other comedians all vying to get their jokes across in the short time they had. Perhaps rather naively, Abdul had expected the atmosphere on this stage today to be a friendly one. After all, everybody taking part in this recording was a full-time comedian living their dream so surely that would make for plenty of handshaking, backslapping and encouragement, right?
Wrong.
In reality, this many comedians on one stage together had resulted in a competitive environment in which they all seemed to be fighting for attention and were only interested in making themselves seem like the funniest ones up here. That much had been obvious to Abdul almost as soon as he had arrived at the television studio and walked into the ‘Green Room’ where the other participants were waiting before recording began. While Abdul had greeted everybody in the room with a warm welcome and a big smile, that hadn’t been reciprocated by the other comedians who either ignored him or seemed to want to prove their own abilities in the face of what they obviously perceived to be added competition. Some of the comedians constantly talked over each other in a desperate bid to be heard, while others simply sat in the corner with their headphones in and refused to engage in small talk until it was time to go out on stage. That meant Abdul had sat awkwardly on the edge of an uncomfortable sofa not saying anything to anybody and worrying that he had made a mistake in accepting the invitation to be on this show. 
It had been Abdul’s agent who had told him that the producers wanted him to feature on this next episode, and although it was only because several other comedians had been forced to pull out, Abdul was still grateful for the opportunity. But he had only needed to spend ten minutes in that backstage room to start having regrets. 
Many people called Abdul the nicest man in comedy. 
But now he was starting to worry that he might be too nice for such a cut-throat industry. 
Most comedians would admit that they are attention seekers and find it hard to handle when the limelight isn’t on them, but for Abdul, that couldn’t be further from the truth. He didn’t seek attention. He was simply following his natural passion for making people laugh while hoping to prove to those who knew him that dreams could come true with a little hard work and imagination. But while a lack of interest in hogging the limelight didn’t matter when he was standing on stage on his own, it was proving to be a problem now that he was surrounded by so many other comedians. That’s because he had to be quick if he wanted to have his voice heard now and so far, he obviously hadn’t been quick enough. He knew as much when the production assistant approached him during a break in filming and asked him if everything was alright. 
“It’s fine,” Abdul said, mainly because he didn’t want to worry the assistant who had been nothing but nice to him since he had arrived here today. But she still had a worried look on her face. 
“Are you sure? It’s just we’ve been filming for an hour now, and you’ve barely said a word.”
Abdul already knew that was the case, but it was still a little uncomfortable to have somebody point it out to him. It wasn’t as if he was lacking in confidence as much as it was about the fact that he could barely get a word in alongside so many vastly experienced comedians who knew exactly how to get their voices heard in a situation like this. 
Every time he had thought of something to say, whether it was a serious answer to a question or a joke regarding one of the topics that had come up, somebody else had always got in there before him, leaving him sitting silently on the sidelines. The problem was, this wasn’t going to be a great representation of himself when it came to be broadcast on national television, and Abdul was aware that the future success of his career depended a lot on opportunities like this. If he came across well, then he could grow his legion of fans exponentially overnight. But if he failed to make an impression then he might find himself relegated back to the small clubs and maybe even back driving the buses again one day. 
There was no doubt about it.
Abdul needed a much better second half to the show than the first. 
“It’s a little harder than I thought it would be,” Abdul confessed to the assistant while nodding in the direction of the other comedians at the desk who were either having more makeup applied, sipping water or ad-libbing for the audience members during the downtime “It’s not quite as easy as performing a show all by myself.”
The assistant smiled to show him that she understood before leaning in a little closer and offering him some advice. 
“I was nervous when I first started working here,” she said. “But I always remembered the words my grandmother told me whenever I used to get scared of something as a little girl.”
“If it doesn’t challenge you, it won’t change you.”
Abdul digested those words of wisdom for a moment before realising how true they were. Nobody ever achieved anything without stepping out of their comfort zone, and Abdul knew he would never have got as far as he had in comedy if he had stayed behind the wheel of his bus and not taken a chance. 
“And can I let you into a little secret?” the assistant went on which Abdul nodded his head at. “I’ve seen your videos online, and I think you are miles funnier than any of these other comedians.”
With that, she gave him a friendly wink and headed away off the stage, disappearing from view behind the rows of cameras and technicians who were stationed in front of the dark audience. Abdul smiled to himself, and the little confidence booster he had been given by the assistant was a reminder that this perhaps wasn’t such a cut-throat industry to be involved in after all. Turning to look again at the other comedians beside him, Abdul tried to see things a little differently. Yes, they were all vying for attention, and yes, some of them had possibly been a little rude to him when they met him, but perhaps they were all nervous too. It was a well-known fact that many comedians actually suffered from a lack of confidence, which manifested itself in a need to always try and make other people laugh. Abdul started to think that these people weren’t just using humour to get attention, but they were also using it to hide their own insecurities too. With that realisation and the words of the motivational production assistant still ringing in his ears, Abdul felt much more relaxed as the cameras turned back on and the bright lights of the studio spun in his direction. 
Filming was about to resume. 
And Abdul was about to let everybody know that he belonged in a place like this. 
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April Adams certainly didn’t belong in a place like this. 
A windswept graveyard on a blustery afternoon was not the kind of place a thirty-year-old-woman should be spending her time. She should have been at work building her career or with friends having fun. Instead, she was here on her own with a bunch of flowers in one hand and a small bottle of Prosecco in the other. 
Making her way past the numerous headstones that stuck up from the grass in the shadow of a large church, April carried on in the direction of the gravestone she was searching for. She had been here once before, so she knew the way to go, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be here or would enjoy any of the time she would spend in this environment. Cemeteries were grim places at the best of times, glaring reminders of the fact that everybody dies one day, but they were even worse when you knew a loved one who was buried in one. April knew one of the people buried here, and while she had accepted that she was never going to see her best friend again, every step she took in the direction of her gravestone was another punch to her broken heart. 
Passing by a well-maintained gravestone that had recently received an offering of fresh flowers, April was reminded of the fact that she wasn’t the only one in the world mourning the loss of a loved one. Numerous other people would visit this place, from widows to grieving parents, but while it wasn’t the nicest place to be, there were still plenty of reminders of the good that came when a person passed away. 
Heartfelt dedications inscribed into headstones, beautiful bouquets of flowers laid respectfully on the ground, and many references to the accomplishments of the people who had been lost, showing that they had lived rich and full lives before they had been taken from this world. 
“Loving son.”
“Fantastic father.”
“Beloved wife.”
“Beautiful baby boy.”
Every headstone here was not only a reminder of a fate that would befall us all but also an account of just how much that person meant to those left behind. Reading several of these headstones as she passed them was enough to warm April’s heart, and it was certainly more effective than the cold wind that was whistling around her. 
Up ahead and to the left of the long rows of headstones were a dozen or so people who were making their way into the church as part of the congregation for the afternoon service. Most of them were elderly, their heads bowed as they looked to get out of the blustery weather and take a seat inside on one of the pews where it was surely a lot warmer than it was out here. But there was to be no respite for April as she continued her journey deeper into the cemetery before finally laying eyes on the headstone she was here to see. 
The chunky slab of marble was obviously much newer than the headstones that surrounded it, and that was evident by how clean the black surface looked. Time would inevitably cause this gravestone to fade just like it had done to all of the others around it, but at the moment, it was still looking clean and pristine, not that it was of much comfort to the woman arriving at it. For April, the fact that this headstone existed at all was a devastating tragedy, and that was only reinforced as her eyes scanned over the words that were inscribed on the piece of marble before her. 
KATIE WELLS 
BELOVED DAUGHTER, GRANDAUGHTER & FRIEND 
“BE THE CHANGE THAT YOU WANT TO SEE IN THE WORLD”
April fought back tears as she stared at the gravestone and re-read the quote that was depicted upon it. It had been one of Katie’s favourite sayings, something that she often liked to say in her social media posts, and it was a reflection of her caring nature towards others. 
The meaning behind the words was essentially that if you wanted the world to be better, then you had to be better yourself and lead by example. April knew that her late best friend had certainly done that in the short time she had been on this planet, and it was fitting that such a positive phrase would forever be associated with her and her final resting place. 
Putting the bottle of Prosecco on the ground, April used her free hand to wipe away her tears before stepping forward and placing her flowers in front of the headstone. It had been just over two months since she had lost her best friend in a vicious and seemingly random attack and things had not been the same since. Nobody had been brought to justice yet for Katie’s murder, not that it would have provided much consolation to the poor woman’s devastated family and friends. Nothing could bring back the loved one they had lost, and it was that knowledge that caused April to weep as she knelt in front of the grave with one hand on the flowers and her misty eyes staring at the inscribed name before her. 
After several long moments of pure emotion, April got back to her feet but not before scooping up the bottle of fizzy alcohol she had brought with her. As she unwrapped the lid and prepared to pop the cork, she felt another strong jolt of pain in her heart at the realisation that she would never get to share a bottle of her favourite drink with her favourite person again. 
April and Katie had been ‘Prosecco Pals’ for years, meeting at university before spending their twenties in the pursuit of cheap drinks, available men and good times. But now April was drinking alone, no longer able to share a glass with her best friend, and that was a reality that was far too heavy to endure while sober. 
As the cork popped out of the bottle, April noticed that the sound had attracted the attention of some of the congregation members who were still making their way into the church. A couple of them had turned around and were now looking in her direction, presumably wondering why a young woman was cracking open a bottle of fizz in the middle of a graveyard all by herself. But April didn’t care what anybody might think of her as she unzipped her coat and took out the small plastic glass that was tucked in her inside pocket before pouring herself a glass of the frothy liquid. 
“To us,” April said, raising her glass towards the gravestone before taking a long and refreshing gulp. 
She wasted no time in finishing the first glass and pouring herself a second one before sitting down on the ground in front of the headstone with her legs crossed and her glass still in hand. 
“So I’m not gonna lie. My love life is completely non-existent right now,” April began, bursting into one of her usual topics of conversation. “Obviously most of that is your fault. How can I pull when I haven’t got my wingman with me?”
April smiled at her little joke before taking another sip. She had missed her chats with her best friend about the trials and tribulations of being a single woman in the city of London, but even though she was gone, April wasn’t going to stop having them with her. She would just have to come and sit here to have them now, which she was prepared to do. The Prosecco was just another part of that because the two friends always liked to have a glass of something in their hands whenever they lamented their lack of luck with the opposite sex. 
“I’m thinking about getting back on the dating apps again. It’s been a while, but desperate times call for desperate measures, you know?” April continued. “I might have to find a new profile picture though. The last one I used was that one of me when we were in Ibiza. Remember, it was the night when we ended up on that guy’s boat. We thought he was rich, but it just turned out he had borrowed it from his friend and didn’t know how to actually sail it. It was a miracle we didn’t drown.”
April laughed at the memory of that infamous night, and indeed that infamous holiday. Going to Ibiza for a summer jaunt was one of hers and Katie’s favourite things to do, and there was no doubt they would have been going again this year if fate hadn’t intervened. Now, April couldn’t even face the thought of going there again without Katie in tow. There were simply too many memories on that sun-kissed island for her to go back without her. 
April was just about to carry on her one-sided conversation when a loud burp escaped from her lips, once again drawing the attention of a few of the people who were milling around outside the church. 
“Ooops,” April said with a laugh before looking back at her friend’s name on the headstone. 
She was aware that she was talking to an inanimate object right now but considering that this was Katie’s final resting place, there was presumably some of her spirit still here in this place somewhere. While April wasn’t expecting to get anything back in terms of a message from the dead, she still felt that she was speaking to her friend on some level and wondered if Katie was able to hear her words right now. 
April would say that she didn’t believe in ghosts, but really that was just because she didn’t like to think about them too much. The thought of spirits and spooks was obviously a little creepy, so April had never spent much time pondering them even though she knew her mother was quite the believer. April’s mum was a regular visitor to a ‘medium,’ which was basically somebody who professed to be able to make contact with the dead. April knew that her mother had been left astounded on more than one occasion by her visits to the medium who in this case was a middle-aged man from Canterbury called Clive. But so far, April had never been tempted to follow in her mother’s footsteps and book herself an appointment with the man who had given himself the title of ‘The Ghost Whisperer’ on his personal Facebook page. The main reason for that had been because April thought the whole thing was probably just one big con designed to extract money from grieving or foolish people who believed in things that didn’t exist. But another reason was that she had never felt like she wanted to get in touch with a spirit before. 
Until now. 
April longed to be able to communicate with Katie again, in whatever form it might take, and she had been tempted to contact Clive and arrange a session with him to see if he really could do what he said he could. But she hadn’t reached out to the medium yet, and she wasn’t sure if she would. Maybe it would only slow down her grieving process and make it more difficult for her to move on. Perhaps it would be better if she just left the occasional bunch of flowers at Katie’s grave and tried to get on with life in her usual manner. Or maybe it would actually help. Who knows? Certainly not April, who continued to sit on the grass in front of the gravestone, sipping her champagne and fighting back tears. 
“I’ve got an idea,” she said suddenly, reaching into her pocket. “How about some music?”
Taking out her mobile phone, April opened up the app in which she stored all her favourite songs and scrolled through it looking for something suitable for the occasion. 
“Summer playlist, here we go!” April cried, pressing play on the first track and hearing the opening chords to a popular holiday anthem beginning to play in the gloomy graveyard. 
“I can’t wait for the weather to warm up,” April said as she turned the music up a little so she could hear it better over the gusts of wind sweeping around her. “I’m getting sick of putting fake tan on just to go into the office.”
She smiled to herself again before noticing that her glass was already empty and quickly poured herself another. There was no doubt about it; it wasn’t much fun to drink alone. It wasn’t as if April didn’t have any other friends to be drinking with. It was just that she wanted to drink with her best friend and to do that, she had to come here and sit in this unusual setting. It was a long way away from the many wine bars, nightclubs and dodgy pubs that the two women were used to doing their socialising in, and that thought made April laugh again. 
“I have to say, mate, I’m not really feeling the vibe in this place,” April said to her friend’s gravestone. “The dancefloor is absolutely dead.”
April laughed at her own joke and hoped that Katie had heard it too and was laughing herself, wherever she was right now. But there was no way to know if that was happening. Not without the help of someone like Colin anyway. 
With that in mind, April decided to see if there really was a way for the dead to make contact with the living. Placing her glass down in the ground in front of her, April looked up at the headstone and thought of something she could ask to prove it. 
“A couple of the girls are talking about going to Vegas for a week in May,” April began, referring to a few of the other women who made up part of her friendship group. “But I’m not sure. I can’t really afford it, and I’m not really in the mood. It won’t be the same without you there.”
She wiped a tear away from her eye before continuing. 
“What do you think I should do?” April asked, keeping her eyes on the headstone. “Should I go or should I stay here? 
April listened carefully for any kind of noise that could be construed as an answer from her deceased best friend. But there was none. Of course there wasn’t. The dead can’t speak. April knew that. 
But maybe they could move things. 
“If I should go to Vegas with the girls then blow this glass of Prosecco over,” April said, referring to the full glass that was sitting on the ground in front of her. “If not, I will stay here and save my money.”
April watched the glass intently to see if it was going to move. She genuinely didn’t care about going to Las Vegas or not this year because as she had just said, she could barely afford it and she didn’t like the idea of potentially having fun without her best friend coming along for the ride. But she was intrigued to see if anything was going to happen now she had effectively challenged her late friend to show that she was listening to her. After all, if Katie could hear this conversation, she would definitely want her friend to go to Vegas. 
She was too much of a party animal to disagree with a trip like that. 
April watched the glass. If it fell, she would go. If it remained standing, she would stay. 
What would Katie say? Would she say anything at all? Or was this just a silly game that was proving that April had already consumed too much Prosecco for one afternoon?
Five seconds passed. Ten. Fifteen. 
It looked like April had her answer, and she was just about to reach out for the glass to pick it back up again when she felt it. 
The wind suddenly stopped blowing. 
The graveyard fell completely still. 
Another couple of serene seconds passed by. 
Then the glass toppled over. 
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Curtis Bridge stared at his glass of water which was currently sitting on the edge of the table in front of him. It was standing right now, but he knew it might not be if he was to pick it up and try and take a sip from it. That was because his unsteady hand could very easily cause it to topple over, and that was not something he wanted to happen, considering where he was right now. 
It was one thing to spill some water in the privacy of his own home. 
It was another to do it in the busy waiting area of a therapist’s office in Central London. 
The annoying thing was that Curtis was actually quite thirsty, so he could actually use some of the water that the receptionist had kindly provided him with upon his arrival here today. But he decided not to use the refreshment in case his shaking hands caused a bit of a scene and that poor receptionist had to clean up his mess. Instead, Curtis remained with his back against his seat and tried to forget about where he was and why he was here. 
But if it was that easy to control his thoughts then he wouldn’t have been in a place like this in the first place.
The waiting room was fairly quiet apart from the occasional sounds of an office door clicking open or the telephone ringing on the receptionist’s desk. The other people who Curtis shared this room with were busying themselves by scrolling through their phones or flicking through the pages of a magazine, but the fireman had no interest in passing the time in those ways. He just wanted this to be over so he could get out of here, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen until the door opposite him opened and the friendly woman inside beckoned him in. 
This was the second time Curtis had visited this office, but it was unlikely to be the last. After what he had been through and considering what he was still enduring on a daily basis, it was likely there were going to be many more appointments before he could consider himself signed off with a clean bill of health allowing him to return to work. But it wasn’t his physical health that was causing the problem, besides the shaking hands at least. It was his mental health that was proving to be the biggest concern for both him, his family and the ones who employed him to go into fires and save other people’s lives.  
It had been a long time coming, but Curtis knew he needed professional help. He had simply been unable to put it off any longer. What had started with a freak panic attack while on the job had escalated into further attacks, all of which could come on without warning and leave the usually heroic and level-headed fireman a sweaty, hyperventilating mess. But it had been the events on Valentine’s Day that had confirmed to him that he couldn’t go on like this. 
That had been the day he had seen his colleague die right in front of his eyes. 
It had been while attending a house fire in North London with his usual comrades, Miranda and Grigor, when the devastating events had taken place. While rescuing a young girl from one of the upstairs bedrooms, the raging inferno below had forced the brave firefighters into having to make their escape from one of the upstairs windows. But it was as they were leaving via the bedroom window that the ground gave way beneath them, and Miranda fell down to the burning floor below, swallowed by the flames and never to be seen again. 
The terrifying incident had instantly triggered another panic attack in Curtis, who had still been standing in the upstairs bedroom at the time, only a few yards away from the hole in which his beloved colleague had just vanished into. If it hadn’t been for the help of Grigor then Curtis admits he would never have made it out of that house alive, such was his level of disorientation and distress. Fortunately, he was able to be taken from that burning building, but that was of little relief to him in the immediate aftermath as he had battled against his emotions and felt his body betraying him more and more by the second. 
What had been apparent to Curtis quickly became apparent to everybody else in the firefighter’s life. He was a broken man, struggling with his nerves, his confidence and his ability to do a dangerous job to the levels required, but at least he was no longer alone in his fight anymore. After spending so many months covering up his panic attacks and self-doubt, he had no choice but to embrace the help and support of those around him now that they knew he was struggling. 
While it wasn’t such a big thing for him to have his family and friends rally around him in his personal life, it was a whole other matter when it came to those offering support in his professional one. As a firefighter tasked with being brave and saving lives on a weekly basis, Curtis didn’t like the idea that the people he battled the flames with could see him at his most vulnerable. But it was precisely that way of thinking that had led him to such a dark place because while he always felt like he had to put on a front, the people at the fire station only wanted what was best for their colleague. 
It was quickly decided that the best thing for Curtis to do was to see a professional. 
One week after the fire that had taken Miranda’s life, Curtis had found himself sitting in this waiting room preparing for his first appointment with a therapist who specialised in dealing with patients who were exhibiting symptoms just like his. 
Panic attacks. A crisis of confidence. Terrifying nightmares. 
Curtis had no idea if being here was going to work, but he knew that he had no choice but to give it a try, not just for the sake of his career but for the sake of his life in general. That was because while he knew that failing to deal with the issue would certainly bring about the end of his firefighting days, it was the potential loss of his family that terrified him the most. There was no doubt that his wife would support him through his darkest hour, but if he was unable to bring himself back from the brink then would he ever be in a position to accept that support without pushing it away and isolating himself further? Probably not, which was why these appointments right here were so important to him. The time for being macho had long since passed, and for Curtis, it was now all about being open, honest and willing to do whatever the therapist told him to do. 
No matter how uncomfortable that made him feel. 
The first appointment last week had proven to Curtis just how uncomfortable things were going to be for him during these weekly sessions. While the fact that he had been signed off on paid leave for the next three months took the immediate pressure off him when it came to working, that didn’t mean he was just going to be able to relax. 
He had to get to the root cause of his issues.
His therapist, a thirty-nine-year-old woman called Kaitlyn, had begun their first session by taking him through a series of breathing exercises designed to lower his heart rate and clear his mind of everything but the task at hand. 
Inhale through the nose. Exhale through the mouth. 
Pause.
Repeat.
They must have spent the first ten minutes just doing that simple exercise, but it had been crazy how much it had helped Curtis settle down and feel like he was gaining at least a little control over his body. Ever since the tragedy with Miranda, he had battled heart palpitations, insomnia and trembling hands, but the breathing exercise was making a difference already. Once she had got him to that calm state, Kaitlyn had continued to make him feel relaxed by only asking him questions about things that made him feel good. 
His family. His hobbies. His favourite holiday destination. 
By the end of that first session, Curtis felt better than he had in a long time. 
Unfortunately, getting himself into that comfortable state outside of the therapist’s office was not as easy to achieve. 
Since that first appointment, Curtis had gone through the usual range of worrying symptoms, from the shaking hands to the severe lack of sleep, and he knew that there was much deeper work to be done with the therapist than simply picturing himself on a sunny beach with his wife beside him and a cool breeze blowing on his face. 
There was no doubt about it. 
To truly get better, he was going to have to face his fears. 
The sound of the door clicking open made Curtis look up from his fidgeting hands in his lap, and he saw Kaitlyn standing in the doorway welcoming him in with a warm smile. Leaping to his feet and forcing a wide smile onto his own face, Curtis bounded through the door, doing his best impression of a man who was actually alright and didn’t really need to be in a place like this. But he knew he wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all the therapist who took her seat opposite him at her sparsely decorated desk and opened the file of notes in front of her. 
“So, how have you been this week?” she asked him in her pleasant Cornish accent. 
“Not bad,” Curtis replied, more on autopilot than because he had actually answered honestly. 
But Kaitlyn raised a sceptical eyebrow in his direction, which made the firefighter smile and decide to answer truthfully instead. 
“Not great.”
“Okay, well, it’s early days yet,” Kaitlyn said, closing her file and fixing the man across the desk from her with a warm look. “So, what do you want to talk about today?”
Curtis was surprised by the question. Considering how the first session had gone, he didn’t think he had much say in which way the conversation went. But apparently, he did.
“Erm, I don’t know,” Curtis said, shifting in his seat. 
“It can be anything. First thing that comes to mind,” Kaitlyn told him. 
“Okay...” Curtis replied, still with no idea what he was actually going to say. 
He figured that this was probably an early test from the therapist to see if he would dive straight into what was troubling him the most, but he didn’t feel anywhere near ready for that. Instead, he needed something a little simpler to talk about, and his eyes landed on the framed photo on the wall behind Kaitlyn’s desk. 
“What’s that?” Curtis asked, genuinely intrigued. 
Kaitlyn turned around and smiled when she saw what it was that her patient was referring to. 
“That is a quote by a famous doctor,” she told him, and she allowed Curtis a moment to read it for himself. 
“We all change when you think about it. We’re all different people all through our lives and that’s okay. That’s good. You’ve gotta keep moving so long as you remember all the people that you used to be.”
Curtis pondered the quote for a moment before realising that he agreed with it. 
“Which doctor said that then?” he asked, expecting to be given a name of some legendary man or woman in the medical profession who he had never heard of. 
“Doctor Who,” Kaitlyn replied with a straight face before the two of them burst out laughing. 
“Really?” Curtis asked, chuckling away. 
“I’m a big fan,” she confessed before opening her desk drawer and taking out what looked to be a miniature replica of a phone box, but of course, it wasn’t just any old phone box. 
It was the Tardis.
“Wow, you really are a fan,” Curtis said with another laugh. 
“You should see the size of the Tardis I have at home. It’s much bigger than this one,” she told him, and the look on her face told him that she wasn’t joking. 
After another couple of moments of light-hearted banter, Curtis realised what his therapist had done when she had given him the choice of topic of conversation. She had freed his mind to settle on something light and unoffensive, in the process making him forget for a moment about his real troubles. It was exactly what she had done in their first session too, and it was starting to become clear to Curtis now that Kaitlyn was in no rush to get him to a place where he was pouring out his heart to her. She was taking things slowly while also reminding him that it was possible for him to become distracted and not just focus on the things that were bad in his life. The trick would be for him to be this way when he wasn’t in this office and out in the real world, but hopefully, that would come. For now, it was just nice to be able to have a conversation with somebody who didn’t have a worried look on their face. 
His family. His friends. His boss. They had all been treating Curtis recently like he was a wounded puppy who needed handling with the utmost of care. But Kaitlyn was chatting away with him like he was just some guy she was getting to know for no other reason than because she was being polite, and that suited Curtis just fine. The time for deep and meaningful conversations could come later. Right now, Curtis was just glad to be thinking about something else other than flames, death and destruction. And like the quote by the famous doctor said, people changed. That meant there was hope for him too. 
He could change. 
And it was clear that change was going to start in his mind.



Carol *
15:58
Carol Heath was well aware that the mind controlled everything. Your thoughts, your mood, your emotions. The problem was that while the mind controlled everything, she had a hard time controlling her mind. That had led to her spending most of her life at the mercy of her anxieties and fears, forever in a spiral of worry. The fact that 99.9% of those worries had turned out to be unfounded had done little to stop Carol from being this way, which was possibly why her daughter, Francesca, had invited her to this seminar in London today. 
The title of the seminar was ‘Change Your Thoughts: Change Your Life’, and while that had sounded cheesy to Carol, it obviously hadn’t done to the five-hundred other people who had turned up with a ticket here today. The large lecture hall was packed, and Carol and Francesca were sitting in the middle of the crowd, having spent most of the day so far being treated to a variety of speakers who had come out onto the vast stage at the front and given their talks. 
There had been the young man from Australia who had spoken about the power of positivity, using numerous examples from his life to illustrate his points. The fact that he had gone from such a troubled upbringing in the foster system to now running one of the most successful businesses in Sydney had been an interesting and eye-opening story. There had been the elderly man from Scotland who had battled various disabilities his whole life, both physical and mental, but got himself to a place where he was not only happy now but doing extremely well financially. And there had been the middle-aged woman from Switzerland who had told a tale of great hardship and tragedy in her personal life, from family losses to financial ones, but had reversed her fortunes and was now the Chief Executive of one of the most successful Wellness Centres in all of Europe. 
Despite her initial scepticism, Carol had found herself enjoying today’s talks, even if she was still a little unclear how any of them could relate to herself and her own life. It was all well and good hearing about other people’s journeys and achievements, but did that necessarily translate into real changes in the lives of the people who had paid good money to be here today? Carol wasn’t so sure. What she was sure of was the fact that the people running this event must have made a small fortune because the tickets weren’t cheap and they had sold out of them. 
Carol was aware that her daughter had paid £100 each for the two tickets they had used to access today’s event, which seemed a mind-bogglingly high amount of money to pay to attend what was essentially one long lecture about how success could be achieved through the simple power of thinking about it. Francesca had initially been planning to attend this event with a friend of hers, but she had been unable to go at the last minute, meaning Carol had been asked along instead. Not one to turn down the chance to spend time with her daughter, Carol had been more than happy to agree to come along without really knowing what she was getting herself into. But now, after almost six hours of talks by various speakers, she had a pretty good idea. She believed that this was just one of those types of businesses where the people who ran them got very wealthy by profiting from the hopes and dreams of those in attendance. “Give me your money and I’ll show you how to be rich,” was how David, Carol’s husband, had referred to the concept when she had told him where she was going, which had made her laugh. But she was happy to give it a go even if nothing was going to come of it, which so far, besides a little entertainment, very little had. 
Now it was time for the final speaker to come out. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, put your hands together for Mr Graham Carson!”
Everybody around Carol, including Francesca, immediately leapt to their feet and thrust their hands together, creating a noise so loud that Carol thought the roof might actually come off the building. She had been aware that there was some buzz for this final speaker of the day, but she had no idea how excited everybody had really been. 
It was surely the first time a man called Graham had got a reception like this. 
As the crowd around her showed no signs of settling down, Carol watched as the curtains parted and a man in a suit appeared, his hands above his head as he waved to the adoring masses. Graham seemed entirely comfortable with the attention he was getting, and it was obvious that he was no stranger to speaking at seminars like this one. He remained calm and composed as he waited for the noise to die down, which it eventually did after at least five minutes of rapturous applause and hollering. 
As everybody took their seat again, Carol glanced at her daughter beside her, who seemed just as thrilled as everybody else was here to see this fairly diminutive man. 
“This is the guy I was talking about at lunch,” Francesca cried with a wide smile on her face. “He’s amazing!”
With that endorsement ringing in her ears, Carol sat back in her seat and prepared to see just how amazing this man really was. Judging by his sharp suit, his slick hair and the flashy watch on his wrist, he was making a great living from appearing at events like this one. 
But now it was time to earn it. 
The room fell silent, but Graham didn’t appear overawed, taking a minute to truly let the dust settle on his grand entrance before finally offering his first words that were spoken through the microphone attached to his ear, which hung slightly in front of his mouth. 
“Change your thoughts. Change your life,” he said, gesturing to the giant screen behind him that displayed those exact words. “Can anybody tell me why that is the name of this seminar?”
Graham looked out at the crowd as he waited for somebody to answer him. 
“Because it’s true!” came the response from a young man near the front, which got plenty of laughter and a few ripples of applause from some of the other attendees. 
Graham chuckled and nodded his head. “It is true, but that’s not the reason. Anybody else?”
Carol looked around to see who the next person was who was going to offer an answer, but she almost jumped out of her seat when she heard who gave it. 
It was Francesca.
“Because thoughts changed your life!” she cried out across the room, and Graham seemed to like that answer because he smiled broadly and clasped his hands together. 
“That’s right. Because thoughts changed my life,” he said, and he made a couple of large strides across the stage as Carol glanced at her daughter and wondered where that display of confidence had come from. There was no way Carol would have ever dreamed of shouting out into a room of over five hundred people, even if she had known the answer to the question. 
“Do you know, I used to tell myself every day that I was a failure,” Graham said as he continued to pace around the stage like a hungry animal looking for its prey. “Not only that, but I’d tell myself all sorts of other things too. I’d tell myself I was ill. I’d tell myself I couldn’t do it. I’d tell myself that my dreams weren’t realistic. I’d tell myself that I’d always be poor, that there wasn’t enough love, money or success to go around for everybody, and I was one of the unlucky ones who had to miss out.”
The speaker fell silent for a moment, allowing his booming words to seep into every single one of the bodies that were staring at him silently and attentively. 
“But then I started to notice something. I noticed that all the people in society who I looked up to and aspired to be like were doing the opposite. They were telling themselves that they could do it. That they were healthy. That they were rich. That their dreams would come true and that there was more than enough money, love and success to go around.” 
Carol kept her eyes on the man as he reached one end of the stage and turned around to walk back in the other direction. 
“But here’s the thing. Here’s the secret, and here’s the trick to all of this. They weren’t telling themselves these things after they got successful and made it big. They were telling themselves these things before they happened! Before they had any evidence to back it up! In essence, they saw it happening before anybody else did. And they did it with their thoughts.”
Several people started clapping, and that was enough to send almost everybody else in the room into applause too. Everybody it seemed except Carol, who didn’t clap although not because she wasn’t enjoying the talk. She was simply processing what she had just been told because unlike most of the other people in the room, she was hearing all of this for the first time. 
“How many of you have said the phrase; I’ll believe it when I see it?” Graham asked the audience. 
A few people nodded their heads, and Carol felt her daughter nudging her as if to recognise that it was a phrase that Carol had been guilty of saying plenty of times. 
“That’s okay. It’s a common saying,” Graham said, still pacing around relentlessly. “But what I need you all to do is switch it around. Instead of saying I’ll believe it when I see it, I need you to say I’ll see it when I believe it.”
Graham held his hands up in the air to signal that he wanted everybody in the room to say the words, and sure enough, they did. 
“I’ll see it when I believe it!”
“Louder!”
“I’LL SEE IT WHEN I BELIEVE IT!”
Carol felt another nudge in her ribs from her daughter, and that was her cue to join in with the chanting too. 
“I’LL SEE IT WHEN I BELIEVE IT!” Carol cried, feeling a little self-conscious even though her voice was barely discernible amongst the din of all the other voices around her. 
“That’s what it’s all about,” Graham said as the noise died down. “Anything you want in your life, whatever it might be, you have to see it in your mind before you see it before your eyes.”
More applause. Francesca let out a loud whistle. Carol laughed. 
“How many of you are familiar with the expression thoughts become things?” Graham asked before scooping up a bottle of water from the side of the stage and taking a long gulp. 
Several people in the room confirmed that they were, although Carol didn’t because she hadn’t actually heard that saying before. 
“It’s true. Thoughts do become things. This venue exists because somebody had the idea to build it. This seminar is happening because I had the idea to host it. And you are here today because either yourself or somebody you know put the idea in your head to come along.”
Carol couldn’t argue with that one. 
“The films you watch. They started in somebody’s mind. The books you read. Same thing. The car you drive. The sofa you sit on. The clothes you wear. The music you hear every time you turn on the radio. Every single thing in the world started as a simple thought in somebody’s mind.”
The room was deadly silent now. Graham had them hanging on his every word, and he knew it. 
“This is the truth behind everything. Before anything can exist or happen in the real world, it first has to exist in here.”
Graham tapped a finger against the side of his head. 
“How many of you have told yourself that you couldn’t do something?” he asked, and several people nodded their heads. “And were you right?” They all nodded again. “Of course you were. You told yourself you couldn’t do it, and that was the reality you got for yourself. On the other hand, how many of you have told yourself you can do something? 
Some more nods. “And what happened then?” Graham asked. 
“I did it,” came the response from a few people around the room. 
“You did it,” Graham repeated back. “Because you told yourself you could, you then had the confidence to go on and make it happen.”
Carol shifted in her seat a little, but not a single soul around was moving. 
“How many of you have told yourself that you were ill, even before a doctor had taken a look at you?” 
Carol felt as if he was looking right at her with that question. 
“And how many of you made yourself literally ill while you waited for your appointment?” Graham went on. 
Carol was too nervous to nod her head, even though she knew the answer. 
“And then how many of you suddenly got better the second the doctor told you that you were okay?”
Carol kept staring at Graham. 
“Of course you got better. You were only ill because you were telling yourself that you were. You didn’t get better until you had the evidence. In other words, you believed it when you saw it instead of seeing it before you believed it.”
Graham took another swig of water before setting the bottle back down on the floor and walking out into the centre of the stage. 
“The purpose of this event is to teach every single one of you that the thoughts inside your head are the things you get in your real world,” Graham said in a low voice. “Tell yourself you’re poor, and you’ll always be poor. Tell yourself you’re ill, and you’ll get ill. Tell yourself you’ll never do it, and guess what?”
“You’ll never do it,” came the response.
Graham smiled and nodded his head. 
“I used to tell myself bad things all the time, right up until I was thirty eight years of age,” Graham said, shaking his head. “But then I started telling myself the opposite. I started telling myself that things were going to get better for me. Health. Wealth. Love. I was forty years old when I told myself I was going to be the number one motivational speaker in the whole of England. At the time, I had nothing but a thought in my head. Now I’m forty-five, and guess what? It became my reality.”
Everybody burst into applause again, and several people rose up from their seats, creating a rolling wave as more and more stood up too to acknowledge the man on stage. 
“I believed it before I saw it, and you can do that too, with anything in life! So how about it? My thoughts changed my life. Are your thoughts going to change your life too?”
Carol had no idea what she was going to do in that moment, but as she clapped her hands and cheered alongside her daughter, she figured that she might as well give it a go. 
It only required thinking a positive thought. 
How hard could it be?



Jill
15:59
Jill Kearl was tired of thinking. It was all she had been doing for the last few months, but now it was time to make a decision. She had to figure out what she was going to do with her life while she was still young enough to make it happen. 
The reason for her recent quest for an answer had come about because at the age of forty-seven, with both her children grown up and having flown the nest, she was free to do what she really wanted to do with her time. As any parent would know, life when you have kids is all about sacrifice and doing what is best for others, not necessarily yourself. Jill’s experience of parenthood had been no different, having enjoyed raising her son and daughter but also having to spend the last twenty-five years putting their needs before her own. While she had done a fine job of bringing up her two children, it hadn’t left much room for working on her own hopes, dreams and ambitions. There’s no time for whimsical things like that when you have mouths to feed, clothes to buy and expensive school trips to pay for. Jill had worked tirelessly over the years, holding down several jobs to ensure that her kids never went without anything, and she didn’t regret any of it because she knew they had been given the kind of childhood that every person deserves. Summer holidays, cinema trips, parties, and countless video games had all required Jill to toil away in various jobs, from office work to retail and even a spot of gardening during one particularly hot summer when she needed to make some extra cash. But finally, the need to dedicate her life to keeping her children happy was over. They had both moved out of the family home and were capable of fending for themselves now. 
That just left Jill with one problem. 
What was she going to do to fend for herself?
Walking through the front door of her house after returning from the shops, the first thing that she was struck by was the quiet. It was a far cry from how this property used to sound back when it was filled with two rampant children who would race up and down the stairs, play their music loudly and stomp their feet whenever they didn’t get their own way. Gone too were the sounds of laughter, excitement and general chattering that would happen when she got the kids home from school, and they filled her in on every single little detail of their day. Upcoming exams. The scores from a game of football on the playground. Homework enthusiasm, or lack of it. There was always plenty to talk about when the children were going through their education, and it didn’t get any quieter as they grew older. 
The topics of discussion as they became teenagers moved onto other things like house parties, work experience and who was dating who, and it got harder for Jill to keep up though she never stopped trying, even during the obligatory period when her kids stopped talking to her altogether and communicated only in a series of grunts and slammed doors. The later years had been filled with the sounds of more refined conversations, with topics like university, career paths and backpacking taking over, all further signs if Jill needed it that her kids had grown up way too fast and now they were preparing for life beyond the borders of this pleasant home. 
Now her children were gone, taking their noise with them, but the memories still remained, and many of them were framed and hung on the wall around the house for Jill to look back on whenever she so wished. 
Carrying her shopping bags into the kitchen, Jill was reminded of one such memory with the sight of the silver photo frame sitting on the windowsill beside the vase of flowers. Within the frame was a photo of her and her two children on a beach in Spain, the image captured on a family holiday over a decade ago now. But it was one of Jill’s favourite photos which explained why it was in such a prominent position, and as Jill unpacked the shopping bags, she glanced at the picture and smiled like she always did when she saw it. 
Finishing up with the shopping, Jill headed back into the hallway, passing the collage of photos of her children in their primary school days, and climbing the stairs, past even more photos of them during their teenage years. Once upstairs, she was planning on taking a shower and freshening up before popping around to her friend’s house for a cup of tea this afternoon, but before she did, she paused at the bookcase on the upstairs landing. The shelves of the bookcase were filled with all manner of literature, from travel guides to romantic fiction and even a couple of books on Further Mathematics which her son had used to study in his college days. The reason for her pausing in front of the rows of books was because she had found herself standing here several times recently during the last few weeks as she continued to ponder her next move in life. 
The fact was that Jill had enough money saved up and enough ambition to do anything. The problem was that she didn’t know what to focus on. That was where she had been hoping the bookcase would come in. Casting her eye over the multitude of paperbacks on display, she was almost hoping that one would jump out and hit her in the face, making it obvious what it was that she was supposed to do next. 
Should she go travelling? If so, where? There were plenty of travel guides here to browse through. 
Should she seek romance? If so, how? That copy of Pride & Prejudice might get her in the mood. 
Should she educate herself and perhaps dedicate the second half of her life to a fulfilling career? If so, doing what? One thing she did know was that the Further Mathematics books were not jumping out at her. 
Or should she stop being silly and forget about doing anything new in her life? She was forty-seven. Maybe she should just relax after so many years of always being busy and embrace the fact that her home was calm now. Some parents dreamt of being as free as she was.
No more tidying up after messy youngsters. No more school runs. No more fights over homework. 
No more noise. 
But Jill knew she had to do something. There was a fire burning within her, and she knew it was being fuelled by her desire to live a full life. Settling down into middle age with a cup of tea, a packet of biscuits and an episode of Coronation Street on the TV wasn’t for her. Okay, so that was what she was going to spend tonight doing, but she knew she wanted to be more adventurous than that with her coming days. Life was short, she knew that all too well after seeing how quickly her two children had gone from newborn babies to fully grown adults, so that meant that she had to make the most of this time while she could. The worst thing anybody could have in life was regrets, and while Jill didn’t have any yet, she was certain that she would if she was to fritter this opportunity that she had right now. 
Finding nothing on the bookcase to spark her imagination, Jill headed into her bedroom, where she was just about to grab a change of clothes before her shower when she remembered that she was supposed to take something round to her friend’s house later. It was an old recipe book that her grandmother had used when Jill was a little girl, and she had held on to it for many years, although the fact that it was currently kept in the bedroom said much about how often Jill used it for actually cooking something. But Jill had promised her friend, who was a keen baker, that she would show her the book because it was full of all sorts of interesting recipes that she would definitely be interested in learning. 
Opening the second drawer on her bedside table, Jill rummaged around for the recipe book, which she knew was buried somewhere beneath the piles of paperwork that had accumulated in the drawer over the years. Tidying up the drawer had been on Jill’s to-do list for a while, but it was hardly the first thing she had felt like doing once the kids were out of her hair. 
A bottle of wine and a large glass had been much more appealing.
For a second, Jill was beginning to worry that the recipe book wasn’t in this drawer after all until she finally spotted the corner edge and pulled it out. 
She was extremely familiar with this tatty old book having witnessed her grandmother writing in it many times over the years, and just looking at it was enough to bring back a lot of memories. If she really used her imagination, she could almost smell the cinnamon buns and the chocolate brownies that used to be made as per the recipes contained within these pages, and it was enough to make Jill peckish. But she knew she had inherited none of her grandmother’s skills in the kitchen and try as she might to follow these recipes to the letter, the desserts never seemed to turn out as well as they had for their original chef. 
Jill was just about to toss the recipe book onto her bed before jumping in the shower when she noticed one of the pages was folded down inside the book. She didn’t recall ever doing such a thing herself but figured that perhaps the page had become bent when she had stuffed the book into her drawer. 
Opening it up, Jill smoothed out the bent piece of paper, taking care of the old book more for its sentimental value rather than for its potential to make her a nice meal. As she did, she noticed her grandmother’s familiar handwriting across the pages, and her penchant for using different colour pens on each recipe was clear to see. But there was something different written on the folded page, and Jill quickly realised that it wasn’t a recipe. It was a quote. 
“The power to change your life lies in the simplest of steps.”
Jill pondered the quote for a moment, as well as the reason why it might have been written down in this recipe book. She hadn’t known her grandmother to be particularly philosophic, so it did seem a little random, but it was an intriguing quote, nonetheless. The fact that Jill had stumbled across it after finding it on the one page in the book that was folded down was also intriguing to her. It was almost as if she was meant to read it. 
But why?
Looking down at the book and rereading the quote again, Jill wondered if this quote was what she needed to see right now. Having spent so long pondering what big change she was going to make in her life now her children had left home, Jill had wasted plenty of time coming to no conclusion. But now here was this quote, which her grandmother obviously liked, telling her that the key to making that change wasn’t necessarily in a decision but in a series of simple steps. 
The most important thing to do to change was take the first one. 
Lying back on the bed and closing the recipe book, Jill shut her eyes and tried to think about what that first step could be. Even though she had no idea, she knew she needed to take a step, and the less time she spent thinking about it, the better. Just decide or as the marketing team at that famous sportswear company liked to say:
“Just Do It.” 
Jill knew she just needed to do something. She could figure the rest out from there. 
So what was she going to do?
The first thing that flashed into her mind was a plane, and while she had no idea on a destination, she opened her eyes quickly because she knew where she needed to go. 
The airport. 
She would catch a flight, and she would take that first step. It was terrifying and exciting all at the same time, and she couldn’t wait to get round to her neighbour’s house and tell her friend all about it. 
Leaping off the bed, Jill decided against the shower, figuring that there was no time to waste now. She had already wasted enough of that. She would go round to her neighbour’s, tell her of the plan and then come straight home to start packing. She could call her children while she was on the way to the airport, informing them that she was being spontaneous and taking a trip to a destination unknown. They would probably worry and tell her to stop being silly, but she wouldn’t pay any attention to that. 
Once at the airport, she would march up to the ticket desk, slap her passport and her credit card down on the counter and inform the person sitting behind it that she wished to have a ticket for the next available flight out of the country. 
Just the thought of doing such a thing sent a shiver of exhilaration down Jill’s spine, and she could feel her heart beating fast in her chest. But it was surely nothing compared to how fast it was going to be beating when she was sat on that plane, and it began to make its way down that runway. 
Jill was almost out of the bedroom door when she remembered that she had forgotten the recipe book. Rushing back to where it lay on the bed, Jill picked it up and then headed for the door, smiling as she went about the uncertain but undoubtedly fun times that were waiting for her in the future. 
It had been a blessing to find that quote in her grandmother’s recipe book because it had spurred her into action. Now she knew what she was going to do. She was going to travel, and she was going to see what happened when she got there. 
The only question to be answered now was where would she end up first?



Harry *
16:00
Harry Baxter knew where he should have been going next. He should have been at Pitch Number 3 as the referee blew his whistle to start the next match. The sound of that whistle in the air signalled that 4 pm kick-off, yet Harry wasn’t there. Instead, he was all the way over on Pitch Number 7 where he had just finished his last game of football fifteen minutes ago. 
His reason for not playing in the next match?
Because the coach wanted to talk to him. 
Harry shifted his feet nervously as he waited for the middle-aged man in the black tracksuit to finish talking with a group of other coaches before he would come and speak to him. They were the same feet that had scored six goals in the last game and eight goals in the game before that. There was no doubt about it. Harry had played brilliantly today, and things had gone even better than he had dreamt about last night as he lay in bed and visualised what he hoped to achieve. That was a relief because this was without a doubt the biggest day so far in the budding footballing career of young Harry Baxter. 
The invitation to attend the academy trials at his beloved West Ham Football Club had come through the door of his home shortly after Valentine’s Day, not long after Harry had starred in the cup final for his school team. Getting man of the match and lifting the trophy that day had been thrilling enough for the youngster, never mind getting his crush, Stephanie, to agree to go on a date with him. But it seemed that even better things were on the horizon for him two days later when the envelope arrived at his mum’s house with the West Ham crest emblazoned across it. 
At first, Harry thought it might have been the tickets to an upcoming match that he had applied for several weeks earlier. The senior team were playing Arsenal at home soon, and Harry really wanted to be there in the stands to cheer them on. That was why there was a tinge of disappointment when he tore into the envelope and discovered that there weren’t two tickets inside like he had hoped for. Instead, there was a letter, and it was asking him to attend the trials that were due to take place to decide who would potentially join the other lucky young footballers who had been selected to train at the hallowed West Ham Youth Academy. 
While Harry had supported his local football team his whole life, he hadn’t seen much in the way of success. West Ham was a big club, but they weren’t the biggest, certainly not on the level of a Manchester United or Liverpool. But it was a different story when it came to their youth system. The academy at West Ham was world-famous and well renowned for developing some of the biggest names in the sport. 
Frank Lampard. Rio Ferdinand. Michael Carrick. 
And now, quite possibly, Harry Baxter. 
It had taken Harry a while to truly understand the significance of the invitation to attend the trial, and he had actually assumed that the rest of his classmates in the school team had also received an invitation too. He was particularly looking forward to going to the trials with his best friend, Mustaf, who would surely have been offered an invitation too. After all, it had been Mustaf who had played the brilliant pass that had set Harry up for his winning goal in the cup final on Valentine’s Day. 
But then Harry had got to school and realised that not only was Mustaf not in possession of an invite but nobody else in the school was either. 
Harry was the only one. 
While he had been treated like a celebrity by his classmates at school that day after they found out that West Ham were interested in him, Harry felt disappointed and more than a little shocked that Mustaf wasn’t going to be attending too. He felt that his best friend was just as good as him when it came to football, and considering how much time they had spent training together in their youth, this would be the first time they would not be playing on the same pitch as each other. But Mustaf was too excited for his friend’s success to feel bad about not getting an invite of his own, and Harry at least felt better that he had not only his support but seemingly the support of the entire school. Nearly everybody there was a West Ham fan, after all, besides a couple of older kids who supported Chelsea and had made some rather disparaging comments to Harry whenever they passed him in the school corridors. But Harry wasn’t going to worry about them. They were just jealous because he had something that they didn’t. 
He had a chance to become a professional footballer. 
While he knew it was still very early days, and just getting an invite to a trial didn’t mean much on its own, Harry knew that all the best footballers had started like this. Getting into the academy of a club was the first stepping stone to eventually going on to make your debut for the first team many years later, so Harry was aware this was the opportunity of a lifetime. If he could impress at the trials, he might get a place at the academy and then who knows? Maybe he could be playing for West Ham in front of thousands of people on national television in a few years’ time while his mum and Mustaf cheered him on from the front row. 
Maybe he could even score the winning goal in the FA Cup final.
But all those ambitious dreams hinged on what would happen in the next few moments. That was because Harry was waiting to see what the man in the black tracksuit was going to say to him. He was one of the coaches who had been running the various games today on the pristine pitches that made up this fabled academy, and Harry had noticed him watching him several times during the matches that had taken place. While the morning session had involved a series of drills designed to test all the trialists skills with a ball, the afternoon session had featured several organised matches on different sized pitches to see which youngsters could transfer those skills into a real game. While Harry didn’t feel like he had done much to impress in the morning session, he had come alive in the afternoon where he had felt way more comfortable sprinting around the pitch in the midst of a match rather than running around cones and doing keepy-ups like the first part of the trial had involved. After scoring plenty of goals in the first two games, Harry been raring to go for the third and final game this afternoon, which was scheduled to kick off at 4 pm. But that game was already underway now, and Harry wasn’t involved. To him, that could only mean one thing. 
He wasn’t good enough to be here. 
The coaches were going to send him home any minute now. 
Harry kept his eyes on the figure in the black tracksuit, and he felt all the air escaping his lungs when the man finally turned and made his way over to the young teenager. 
This was it. 
The moment when he would be told that he wasn’t good enough to play for West Ham. 
The moment when his dream would die. 
Harry did his best not to let the feeling of nausea overwhelm him at that moment. He knew all about what it was like to be sick in public after his disastrous Halloween party, and he didn’t want a repeat of that embarrassment again. But as the coach got closer, Harry only felt more ill.
“Hi Harry. How you doing?” the man asked him when he reached him. 
“Good,” Harry just about managed to squeak out, even though he felt anything but.  
“Have you enjoyed yourself today?”
Harry nodded his head. 
“You looked like you enjoyed yourself. Fourteen goals in two games. Not bad, hey?”
Harry was impressed. The man had clearly been counting. That meant he must have seen every one of those goals. So why wasn’t he playing in the next match?
“It was fun,” Harry said, just being honest. The truth was that there was nothing he enjoyed more than playing football, and it didn’t really matter how many goals he scored, although he knew that today it did matter because this wasn’t just any old kickabout in the park. This was West Ham Academy. 
“I bet it was,” the coach said with a chuckle. “You’re thirteen, right?”
Harry nodded. 
“Have any other clubs been in touch with you?”
Harry shook his head. 
“That’s good,” the coach replied, but Harry wasn’t sure what that meant. 
Over on Pitch Number 3, Harry heard the cheers from one of the teams as a goal went in, and he longed to be over there taking part in the game with them all. All those kids still had something to play for, but it seemed like Harry was already finished for the day. 
Maybe he was finished forever. 
But then the coach spoke again, and it changed his entire mood.
“Are your parents here, Harry?”
The youngster wasn’t sure why he had been asked that question but answered it anyway. 
“No. My mum had to work today.”
“Fair enough. And your dad?”
Harry didn’t want to say why his dad wasn’t here, which was because he had died last year in the London Underground before Harry had been able to meet him for the first time. But the coach seemed to realise that Harry’s silence was hiding something a little painful, so he quickly moved on. 
“How about you and your mum come back here tomorrow after you have finished school. Say four thirty? We can have a little chat about your football.”
Harry had no idea what that meant. 
“Is everything okay?” he asked, now starting to wonder if he was in some kind of trouble. He had been on nothing but his best behaviour today, so he couldn’t see how he might be in trouble, but based on his history, if there was trouble to be found, then it always found him. 
“Everything is great,” the coach replied, immediately putting Harry’s fears to bed. “We just need your mother’s permission before we offer you a place at our academy.”
Harry thought he must have heard wrong. Did the coach really just say that he was going to be offered a place in the academy? 
No way. 
“Sorry about taking you out of the last game,” the coach went on. “But we’d seen enough and needed to take a look at some of the other lads.”
The coach kept talking, but Harry could barely process any of the words. All he wanted to do was run home, tell his mum, and then phone Mustaf. 
“So I can go then?” Harry asked, a little confused. 
The coach laughed. “Yes, you can go. But make sure you come back here tomorrow at four thirty. And bring your mum!”
Harry nodded his head and then decided to leave before the coach could change his mind. 
Turning and rushing back towards the large academy building where he would be able to get changed out of his kit, Harry’s mind was alive with the possibilities of what tomorrow might bring. He knew he would be back here again, but this time, it wasn’t to play football. It was to talk about being in the academy. 
Harry would officially be a West Ham United player. 
As he made his way back towards the changing rooms, Harry passed the claret and blue walls, painted that way because they were the colours of the West Ham jersey. Also painted on the walls were a number of motivational quotes designed to inspire the players, whether they were in the first team or all the way down in the youth ones. Harry had read a few of the quotes on his way out to the pitches this morning, back when he had felt the butterflies fluttering around in his stomach, and they had helped to make him feel a little better about the day ahead. His favourite quote had been the one that was painted on the third wall, which he was walking past right now. 
“You can change your wife, your politics, religion. But you can’t change your favourite football team.” 
Eric Cantona’s name was painted underneath the quote, and even though Harry only just about knew who that was, he fully agreed with the words. 
There was no way he would ever change his favourite football team. 
But maybe that team would be the ones to change him. 
Reaching the dressing room, Harry walked in expecting to find the place empty. There was still a game going on after all, and he hadn’t noticed anybody else being told to go home early. But then he spotted the young boy. He was sitting at the far end on one of the benches, and he was still wearing his kit. 
He was also crying. 
Harry recognised the boy as one of the goalkeepers from today, another trialist who, like Harry, had obviously been dreaming of this being the start of his footballing dream. But the fact he was crying suggested things hadn’t gone as well for him as they had for Harry. 
As much as he wanted to go over and console the boy, Harry felt a little awkward about doing so. He didn’t really know him, and he wasn’t sure what the best thing to say was. He also didn’t want to make the boy even more upset by finding out Harry had been given good news. Instead, Harry just got changed and gathered up his belongings before making his way out, keeping his head down but feeling terrible about the crying boy as he left. 
It was a harsh reminder of the cut-throat nature of the game that Harry was involved in. For every person who achieved their dream of playing football, there were many more who were told they weren’t good enough. Harry just hoped the boy wouldn’t give up. Just because somebody said you couldn’t do something, it didn’t mean it was true. 
There was no way Harry was ever going to give up, whatever happened. 
That was not the attitude to have when it came to changing your life. 
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Lindsey Beattie felt like giving up. Having spent almost every waking hour of the last two weeks looking for a wedding dress, she was beginning to lose hope. It wasn’t that she had necessarily expected to find her perfect dress in such a short space of time. It was more that she needed to. The date for her wedding to Diego had been set, and frighteningly, it was only six months away. 
It had been her fiancé’s idea to have a quick wedding, and he had made that clear shortly after he had proposed to her on Valentine’s Day. Lindsey had still been processing the shock of the proposal when he had hit with the next one, telling her that he would like to tie the knot this summer, and he already had a venue in mind. 
Lindsey was all for spontaneity and seizing the moment, but even to her, this felt a little rushed. The proposal had come after less than a year of dating, which was one thing, but to have a shotgun wedding too?
That seemed too much, even for them. 
But Diego had been insistent, persuading Lindsey that he had the perfect venue and that there was no point in waiting now that they had found each other. She had to admit, he had made a convincing argument, and the more he had talked about it, the more she had come around to agreeing with his point of view. In the end, she had told him to go ahead and book the venue for a date this summer, and now things were full speed ahead for their wedding date, which was scheduled for the middle of August. 
In essence, that was the easy part. 
The hard part was getting everything else in order in time for the big day. 
Lindsey, like most women, had spent a considerable amount of time in her youth dreaming of a big white wedding and playing dress up in her mum’s clothes, imagining that she was walking down the aisle with all eyes on her. Those innocent childhood fantasies had been nothing but fun and games at the time, but now Lindsey was in her twenties, she knew a lot more planning had to go into the day than simply grabbing some flowers and walking slowly along the carpet with nothing but her imagination to keep her company. For a start, there would be over a hundred people watching her make that walk down the aisle, which was certainly a lot more intimidating than it had felt when there had been nobody watching her during her trial runs as a child. Lindsey was not a shy woman, but she didn’t crave the spotlight either. 
But the spotlight was never brighter than on your wedding day. 
There was also the small matter of figuring out the food options for the guests, the colour scheme, the flowers, the vows, the order of the day, the entertainment for the evening, and a whole host of other things that all needed to be decided on, paid for and carried out. Lindsey had almost started hyperventilating after her first meeting with her wedding planner, a pleasant woman called Joanne, who hadn’t meant to freak her client out with the list of jobs but had done so, nonetheless. There seemed an impossible number of things to get in order before the big day, and this was not at all how Lindsey had imagined the build-up to her wedding going when she was a child. Back then, in those innocent and extremely naïve times, she had fantasised about riding a wave of euphoria all the way to the venue and having nothing to worry about but looking beautiful for the photographer. Now she was older, she knew that when it came to weddings, there was slightly more to do than feel euphoric and look beautiful. 
Just a bit. 
After drinking far too much champagne than she should have done at her first meeting with the wedding planner, Lindsey had gone home and told Diego that there was no way they could have a wedding this summer. It was simply too soon. There was too much to do. They would have to rearrange it for next year, giving them more time to plan and less time for Lindsey to freak out. But once again, Diego had used his considerable powers of persuasion, which had been honed during his high-flying career as a lawyer, to convince Lindsey that it was possible for them to get everything in place for their original date this August. 
And so it was set. 
The wedding was going ahead. 
Lindsey had to be ready, whether she believed she could do it or not. 
Letting out a deep sigh, Lindsey continued scrolling through the array of photos on her computer screen, her eyes scanning frantically over the various images of wedding dresses that were on display. She knew that the internet wasn’t the best place to find a suitable dress for her big day, but she was having a look anyway because if one thing was certain, it was that time was of the essence. She had an appointment to try on several dresses this weekend at the same boutique store where her mother had actually found her own wedding dress over twenty years earlier, and Lindsey hoped that she would find something there. That would give her one less thing to worry about, at least. But until then, Lindsey was eager to use every spare minute she had on getting an idea on the different types of styles and designs that were available to prospective brides, and this internet search right now was giving her some understanding of that. 
It was also giving her heart palpitations. 
That’s because there was simply so much choice that it was overwhelming. The type of dress also had to do with what body type the bride had, which was something that Lindsey wasn’t sure about at all. She knew she would find out at her appointment, but that wasn’t much help to her stress levels now as she felt overwhelmed with the various types of wedding gown silhouettes. 
Ballgown. Trumpet. Mermaid. Column. A-Line. Sheath. 
It was a lot to take in, and it was certainly enough to make anybody think twice about tying the knot. 
“Busy morning?” 
Lindsey almost jumped out of her skin at the sound of the voice over her right shoulder, and that was because she knew she had just been caught doing something she shouldn’t. Considering she was sitting in her place of work right now, she should have been working, not looking at wedding dress options. She had been rumbled. Fortunately, it wasn’t her boss or the fearsome HR manager who had caught her. It was just Zak, her colleague at this recruitment agency who had already been working here before she herself started last summer.  
“God, you frightened me to death,” Lindsey confessed, putting her hand over her heart. 
“How’s the wedding planning going?” he asked, nodding towards the screen that was filled with white dresses. 
“Not great,” Lindsey admitted before quickly closing down the webpage so that her screen was now filled with work-related documents and not things that were to do with her private life. 
“As long as it’s a free bar then that’s all that any of the guests will care about,” Zak said, which gave Lindsey a laugh, even though she hoped that wasn’t true. There had to be more to the day than just getting drunk, surely? 
“I’m not joking,” Zak went on. “I know it’s a big deal for you and Diego, obviously. But for everybody else, it’s just a Saturday, and what do people like to do on a Saturday?”
He made several gestures with his hands to signify that he was downing numerous imaginary drinks. 
Lindsey laughed again, and this was just what she needed. She was in her head so much with the wedding planning that she needed a reminder that the whole event was supposed to be fun. It was a big gathering of all her family and friends, and everybody in attendance was there to give her their support for the momentous ritual she was about to go through, but like Zak was kindly reminding her, they were also there to have a good laugh and a drink. 
Lindsey had to make sure that she took a moment to enjoy herself too. 
“Good point,” she told her colleague as he placed a wedge of paperwork down on her desk. “What’s this?”
“The applications for the receptionist job at Squires. I’ve got a chunk of them on my desk, but I thought you could give me a hand. That is if you’re not too busy, of course.”   
He winked at her, and she smiled because she knew she couldn’t turn down a little extra paperwork now that she had been caught killing time looking at wedding dresses during work hours.
“That’s very kind of you,” Lindsey replied, thumbing through the pile of papers. “You wouldn’t think that so many people would be desperate to be a receptionist, would you?”
“It’s a tough market out there right now. People just need a job,” Zak replied, and Lindsey knew that he was right. 
Working at a recruitment agency in London meant that Lindsey got a good idea of just how many people there were in the capital right now seeking employment. It was a frighteningly large number, one so large in fact that Lindsey felt grateful to be in her own job. While it wasn’t the most exciting work in the world, she at least didn’t have to worry about money, which was a blessing considering she had a wedding to contribute towards later this year. The same couldn’t be said for the people who had submitted these applications today, all of whom were most likely broke or on their way to being if they didn’t get offered a new job soon. 
“I feel sorry for them,” Lindsey said, shaking her head. “There obviously aren’t enough jobs to go around.”
“Yeah, well, that’s just the way the world is,” Zak replied, a little coldly. “On the plus side, it keeps us in business, so we can’t complain.”
With that, he turned and walked away from Lindsey’s desk, and she watched him go, wishing that she possessed some of that carefree attitude that he obviously had in abundance. 
Deciding that she really should get on with some work now instead of browsing the internet in case she ended up out of a job like all these applicants were too, Lindsey started to work her way through some of the papers. Usually, she would process the applicants online, but Zak had printed these off for her, which she didn’t mind because it gave her eyes a break from looking at the computer screen. 
Her job now was to select a couple of candidates from the applicant pool who she felt were the best fits for the vacant role and put those forward to the client who would arrange the interviews. Finding the best person for the job would not only result in the client having their vacancy filled but make them more likely to use the recruitment agency again the next time they were looking to hire. Lindsey’s job performance would be assessed based on how many applicants she successfully placed in roles and how often the clients wanted to work with her again. So far, she had been doing a good job, but this was a competitive industry based around bonuses and commissions, and Lindsey was determined to keep working hard, especially now she needed the funds for what was going to be one of the most expensive years of her life.
Alongside the wedding, she also had the small matter of her hen do to partake in and that most certainly would not be coming cheap based on the location that Lindsey had chosen for it. Las Vegas, the glistening neon jewel in the middle of the Mojave desert, would be the setting for what would almost certainly be a raucous affair, and Lindsey couldn’t wait to be let loose in Sin City. She was thankful that all her best friends were okay with splashing the cash on the flights, hotels and pool party tickets that such an occasion entailed, as well as for the fact that she had a job that meant she was able to contribute her fair share towards the pot. But she still needed to make sure she had plenty of spending money to blow on expensive drinks, roulette wheels and VIP tables, so she knew she better get back to work. 
Opening the first application, Lindsey skimmed her eyes across the applicant’s name (Sienna), her age (24) and her previous role (receptionist at a modelling agency). The applicant certainly seemed to have the required experience, although Lindsey did wonder why she had gone from working the front desk at a modelling agency to now applying for the same position at a tile manufacturing company. It hardly seemed like the kind of swap a young woman would make, especially when this new job was only offering minimum wage and casual hours. Then Lindsey noticed that Sienna’s last job had come to an end over twelve months ago. That explained it. 
She wasn’t looking to switch jobs. 
She was just looking for any job. 
Lindsey was tempted to put forward Sienna for this new role, but it was the words at the bottom of the application that really decided it for her. In the box where the applicants were encouraged to show a little of their personality by writing their favourite quote, Sienna had written the following:
“When we are no longer able to change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves.” 
Lindsey liked that quote, and with that, she removed Sienna’s application from the pile and put it on the other side of the desk, amongst the applicants for other jobs that she needed to make a phone call to before she was finished here today. 
It was good to forget about the wedding stresses for a while and focus on work again. 
She was lucky to be getting married but reading through this mountain of applications, she also knew that she was lucky to be employed. 
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Sienna Walcott just wanted to be employed, or at least given the chance to be employed. After twelve months out of work, she was broke, desperate and depressed. At twenty-four years of age, she should have been in the prime of her life, building a career, having an outlet for her enthusiasm and also having the money that was necessary to enjoy being young, free and single in one of the most expensive cities in the world. But Sienna didn’t feel like she was in the prime of her life right now. 
In fact, she felt like she was nearing the end of it. 
Her mobile phone sat on the coffee table in front of her alongside her laptop and a half-drunk bottle of wine. She stared at those three items and thought about which one she was going to use next. She could pick up the mobile phone and text one of her friends, confiding in them that she was struggling and needed help. She could go back to using the laptop, navigating the various job websites that were all open in her browser and applying for yet more jobs that she was never going to get a response from. Or she could use the bottle of wine to take another drink and further numb the pain that she was experiencing, as well as give her the confidence boost that she needed to go ahead with what she was thinking about doing. 
In the end, it was an easy decision, and Sienna picked up the bottle of wine and took a large gulp. She had always been a fan of red wine, but she wasn’t drinking today for taste or pleasure. She was simply drinking because it was going to make the next few moments easier for her. 
After topping up the alcohol level in her bloodstream, Sienna placed the bottle back down carefully on the table and stared blankly at the wall opposite. There was nothing of particular interest on that wall. In fact, it was one of the few walls in the house that didn’t feature a framed photograph of her and her family. 
That was why she had positioned herself here. 
She didn’t want to see any of those faces right now. 
She didn’t want to think about the people she was going to be leaving behind. 
Sienna had decided that today was going to be the day when she would take her life. It wasn’t a rash decision, and it had nothing to do with the alcohol in her system, but rather was the consequence of a year that had left her feeling broken and utterly useless. Twelve months ago, she had been a happy, confident and fully functioning member of society. She rented her own flat in North London, she enjoyed the many restaurants and bars that the capital had to offer, and she went on holidays to sun-kissed islands with her friends in the summer. She was able to pay for all of those things with the wage that she got from her role as a receptionist at a modelling agency in the heart of the city. It wasn’t much, but it was an income, and more importantly, it was the first rung on the ladder of the career that she was hoping to ascend into. 
Sienna’s real ambition in life was to secure a place in the marketing department where she would get to work with many of the agency’s top models, as well as enjoy all the perks that came with the job like extensive travel and tickets to all the best fashion shows around Europe. But like many who broke into that highly competitive industry, she was willing to start anywhere, and the reception desk had been that place. With her foot in the door, she was willing to work as hard and long as it took to get herself into one of the openings in the agency, and from there, she expected to never look back. 
Until she was informed that she was being let go from her role. 
To say the news had come as a shock was a major understatement, and Sienna had actually burst into tears as soon as she realised it wasn’t a joke. Not only was she losing her only source of income, but she was losing her pathway into an industry that she had dreamt about working in her whole life. To make things worse, the reason for her sudden dismissal had nothing to do with her as a person or her work performance, but simply because the manager of the agency had decided that they could make do without a reception desk and were looking to utilise the space in the office for extra employees who were moving over from Italy. Sienna had asked about the possibility of a new role being found for her and even suggested she could take a pay cut to help facilitate it, but the manager simply shook his head and offered his apologies. There was no role for her now. As one of the newest members of the team, and the most expendable, she had to be the one to make way for the incoming staff from Europe. To make matters worse, Sienna hadn’t worked there long enough to be entitled to any kind of redundancy pay, which meant by the time she left, she had already spent the majority of her previous month’s wage. 
Almost overnight, Sienna had gone from having a job, a stable bank balance and a healthy social life, to now being unemployed, counting the pennies and having to cancel all her exciting plans in order to save as much as she could. 
After feeling sorry for herself for a couple of days, Sienna dusted herself down and vowed to bounce back from this setback, figuring that she would just apply to any role she could find that was going at the various other modelling agencies in London. Based on her previous experience, she felt confident that she would be able to find something, and although her manager had let her go, he had at least provided her with a good reference that she could use to help her secure her next role. 
And so the job hunting had begun. 
What had started as an optimistic outlook soon become a negative one when Sienna realised that there were not many jobs available in her chosen industry. Despite browsing the modelling agency websites for vacancies and calling up the few contacts she had from her time on the reception desk, she was not able to find any open position that she might have been able to make her own. After a couple of weeks of searching, she was forced to reluctantly follow the advice of her parents and temporarily give up on the agencies and just settle for any job, regardless of the type of business it was in. 
While that concept had been a distressing one for Sienna, who was actually one of the few people in her friendship group who knew what they wanted to do with their life, she accepted that the most important thing at the time was just to get some form of income coming in. Therefore, she began applying for reception jobs all over the city. 
The good thing was that there were plenty of them available. 
The bad thing was that there was far too much competition for them. 
Weeks went by, and Sienna lost track of how many jobs she had applied for, but she was certain of one thing. Every time she did see a role that she might be able to get, by the time it came for her to click the ‘Apply’ button, there had already been hundreds of applicants who had done exactly the same thing. The daily news reports were full of stories about how tough the job market was and how high unemployment figures were in the country, particularly amongst the 18-25 demographic, and now Sienna was just one of those sorry statistics. 
No matter how hard she tried, how many times she refreshed the job websites for new roles, and how many recruitment agencies she signed up for to help find her work, she had no success. One month turned into two months, and by the time it had been three, Sienna’s parents told their daughter that they were unable to keep covering her rent in her London flat and she was going to have to give it up and move back home with them until she found work. 
As a fiercely independent young woman, having her parents paying her rent for the last few months had been bad enough, but now she was faced with the prospect of having to give up her own space and move back in with them until her situation improved. Just like that, she lost her trendy flat in the heart of a bustling city and had to take all her belongings back to the family home in the Essex suburbs, several train rides away from all her friends who remained in London. 
But the change in address did little to change Sienna’s fortunes on the job front, and several more months passed by in a grim haze of CV editing, website browsing and a growing reluctance to get out of bed in the morning and face the day. It wasn’t just that Sienna couldn’t find a job. She couldn’t even get an interview. Despite literally hundreds of applications being sent off in her name, Sienna had not received any feedback, phone calls or signs of encouragement that might have suggested to her that her situation was on the verge of changing for the better. To say that was utterly defeating would be an understatement, and as every day ticked by, Sienna felt more and more hopeless about things. 
Now here she was, one year on, stuck at home without a penny to her name, cut off from her former lifestyle in London and feeling utterly worthless that not one person in the whole city felt she was worthy of carrying out a menial job. The final straw that had broken her damaged psyche had come yesterday when all her friends had been discussing ideas for where to go this summer. The annual girl’s holiday always took place in June, and this year would be no different. All that needed to be decided was the location, and the ringleaders in the seven-strong group had got it down to a choice between Mykonos, Malia or Ibiza. In amongst the various messages in which the girls had been rabidly discussing ideas and hotels, there had been many photos, memes and jokes posted, all of which were designed to get everybody in the mood for the upcoming summer and what was sure to be another unforgettable holiday. 
But there was one person who had laid low in the group chat. 
It was the person who knew she wouldn’t be able to afford to go on the holiday. 
It was Sienna. 
Rather than break the news to her friends that she would never be able to afford a holiday this year, she had remained quiet other than to post a few emojis or laugh at a friend’s joke. She didn’t want them to know how badly she was doing in her personal life, and while they knew she was temporarily back at home with her parents while she looked for work, they had no idea how bad her mental health had been over these last few months. If they had then they would surely have rallied around her and possibly even contributed some of the money needed to get her on that plane with them this summer too. 
But she kept it quiet. 
She didn’t want anybody to feel sorry for her, nor did she want anyone’s charity. That was why she had also turned down the offer of a little money from her mum and dad over these past few months, whenever they felt like she needed a night out or simply just a glass of wine with a friend in a pub. Sienna had done a good job of keeping her mental troubles to herself, but she had also done a good job of withdrawing from those around her, taking to spending most of her time in her bedroom now and often only venturing out when both of her parents were at work. 
It was the fact that her mum and dad were absent from the home today which had been the reason why she had decided that this day would be the one when she finally put herself out of her misery. She couldn’t go on like this any longer. She was sick of being a loser. She was fed up with feeling like her life was out of her control. Most of all, she was done with applying for jobs. 
The rejection of her applications was one thing, but it was the fact that the rejection came in the form of a resounding silence that was the hardest thing to take. If only some of the employers or recruiters had picked up the phone and spoken her to like a human being, explaining why they weren’t going to offer her an interview or a job, then at least that would have been something. She could have got feedback. She could have learnt. She could have at least felt like she had a chance in the future. But nobody did that. No one ever called. Nobody emailed. 
Nobody gave her even the slightest hint that her life was going to change for the better. 
With that in mind, Sienna had decided to take her life, and she was just about ready to do it this second. 
Standing up from the sofa, Sienna picked up the bottle of wine and took another glug as she turned around and looked at the belt that she had fastened around the bannister of the staircase. The noose was already in place, and all she hoped now was that the bannister wouldn’t snap when she put her head in it and made it take her full bodyweight. 
Finishing the wine and screwing up her face as the excessive amount of alcohol rushed to her head, she placed the bottle down on the table and prepared to get it over with. She hadn’t left a suicide note to her parents because to write one would have been so painful that she knew she would never have been able to go through with it. But the open laptop on the table was going to explain why she had done this today. The several tabs were all open on various job websites, and they hinted at what Sienna’s life had become ever since she had found herself on the scrapheap of society. 
Taking several unsteady steps towards the staircase, Sienna put her hands on the belt she had found in her father’s wardrobe and felt the thick leather material between her fingers. Soon it would be around her neck, and it would be the last thing she ever felt. 
She was just about to place her head inside the noose when she heard something behind her. 
It was her mobile phone. 
Somebody was calling her. 
Sienna spent several seconds debating whether to answer it or just go ahead and finish what she was starting, but something inside her made her walk away from the belt and back to the coffee table. 
She might as well see who it was. 
She could always kill herself in sixty seconds time if it wasn’t anybody important. 
Picking up her device, Sienna looked at the screen but didn’t recognise the number. She had no idea who it was, but it definitely wasn’t one of her family or friends. 
Putting her thumb to the screen, she answered the call. 
“Hello?” she said, her voice shaking. 
“Hi! Is that Sienna? This is Lindsey calling from Champion Recruiters. You applied for a receptionist role at Squires?”
Sienna almost couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 
“That’s right,” she replied, slurring her words slightly thanks to the bottle of wine she had already consumed. 
“Great! They would like to get you in for an interview. Can you do ten o’clock next Tuesday morning?”
Sienna couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She had an interview. Finally, after a whole year of searching, she had a chance to get in front of somebody to try and persuade them to give her a job. 
“I don’t know,” she replied, glancing back at the belt around the staircase. 
“Have you found another role?” Lindsey asked. 
“No.”
“Then I really think you should take the interview. Between me and you, I think you have a great chance of getting it.”
Sienna knew it was silly to get her hopes up. But without hope, what was there? 
“Okay. I’ll go to the interview,” she said, feeling her hand shaking as she held the phone to her ear. 
“Great! I’ll email you the details right now! Speak to you soon!”
Lindsey hung up, and Sienna lowered the phone before slowly taking a seat on the sofa. 
Then she looked at the belt hanging from the bannister. 
Two seconds later, she burst into tears. 
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Ethan Bancroft was doing his best to keep emotion out of it. There was no place for tears, frustration or even excitement at what was happening in his life right now. That’s because he was on the verge of doing something that would potentially change everything, but he wasn’t there yet, and it could all be taken away from him in a second.
Rubbing his eyes and taking another swig of his energy drink, Ethan kept his focus on the present. Not his past, which could be construed as a failure up to this point, and not his future, which could either be just as grim or epically better. 
The present. 
This moment right here.
This next hand.
The cards flew across the computer screen at a pace that might have been overwhelming to a novice player, but Ethan was no novice. He had been playing online poker for three years now, every single day, and the sequence of action that was unfolding on his laptop was as familiar to him as his own skin. 
Playing poker in the virtual world was very different from playing it in the physical world in many ways, but perhaps the biggest difference was that online, there was no need for a poker face. Ethan could sit in front of his computer screen day after day, looking how he wanted to and not worrying about his opponents studying him for clues as to what cards he might be holding. Unlike in a casino where playing poker was a much more visceral experience, online gaming could be quite relaxing. 
The ease of being able to play cards against opponents from all over the world from the comfort of your own home was one of the many reasons why online poker was big business, and Ethan was just one of over 100 million people who chose to play this way. There was no need to put on a suit, walk into a casino, collect a stack of chips from a cashier and take a seat at a table in front of a dealer this way. 
All Ethan needed was an internet connection. 
He didn’t even need to get dressed, although he chose to because sitting at a computer naked all day would have just felt weird. 
Whether poker was played online or in a casino, the rules were the same. Each player gets two cards, and they can choose to play the hand or fold if they don’t fancy their chances of winning. If they play, they get to see the five cards that are turned over in the middle for all the players to use. Depending on those cards, a player’s hand can get stronger or weaker, and they may regret staying in, unless they are willing to bluff. 
Ethan regarded himself as an accomplished bluffer, meaning he was adept at winning hands by exhibiting false confidence, forcing other players to fold even if they actually had a stronger hand than him. It was a skill that was required in all good poker players, and Ethan certainly considered himself to be one of those. The problem was that while he was a good poker player, he wasn’t a profitable one.
Ethan had been pursuing a career as a professional poker player for the last three years, even going as far as to quit his job at the local supermarket to pursue his passion in life. There was no doubt about it. Life as a poker player offered infinitely more rewards than life as a shelf stacker, but only if he was good enough to claim it for himself. So far, Ethan hadn’t seen any of those rewards, which explained why he was currently sitting in his childhood bedroom at his parents’ home, where he had been living ever since packing in his job at the supermarket. 
Giving up a boring but safe job in pursuit of a highly uncertain career in poker had not gone down well with his parents, who had both been against his decision to become a professional gambler. There were many reasons for their objection to their son’s career choice, the main one being that Ethan was thirty-six at the time he had quit his day job, which was usually a time when people were settled in a stable career and not just entering a wildly unpredictable one. The fact that he could point to no discernible form of guaranteed income in this new profession was the main issue for his parents, who quite rightly asked him how he intended to pay for small things like food and shelter in this new “job”. But Ethan had been adamant that he was making the right decision, giving up what would have been another thirty years of soul-destroying work in his mind to pursue his lifelong dream. His parents didn’t like it, but they had to admit one thing at the time.
Ethan’s confidence in himself had been impressive.
But confidence doesn’t pay the bills, and Ethan found that out very quickly once he burnt through his supermarket savings after a barren six months at the virtual poker tables. With no way of paying his rent, Ethan had been forced to move back into the family home, which his parents allowed, but only on the condition that he give up his silly dalliance into the poker world and get himself a “proper” job again. Ethan had begrudgingly agreed and had genuinely spent the first few weeks at home applying for more traditional jobs online, including a few open positions at other supermarkets in the area, which had been utterly depressing for him to do. But it hadn’t taken long for him to find himself back at the virtual tables, playing hands of poker and entering into tournaments that offered cash prizes. 
Needless to say, his parents weren’t happy about this, and there were many arguments in the Bancroft household. His dad accused him of being lazy and lacking ambition, while his mother feared that he would never have a home and family of his own one day unless he grew up and got a normal job. Ethan knew that the easy thing to do would have been to give up and do what they told him to do. But he also knew that most people did the easy thing in life which was why they never achieved their dreams. It was only those who chose the hard path who got rewarded with a more fulfilling existence in the long run.
With that in mind, Ethan doubled down on his poker ambitions, locking himself away in his bedroom and playing virtual tournaments for up to days at a time. Any money he made he gave to his parents as “rent”, although they were such pitiful amounts that they hardly gave his mum and dad any encouragement that their son was on the path to great riches. During that time, the years ticked by, and now here Ethan was, only a few months shy of his fortieth birthday. By society’s standards, he was a failure. Broke, single and going nowhere fast. But Ethan didn’t care how society might have judged him. He only cared about proving himself right. He knew he had what it took to be a professional poker player, travelling the world earning millions of pounds while performing in high-stakes games of skill. It just hadn’t happened yet, but that didn’t mean it never would. 
It just meant he had to keep going until it did. 
Using his mousepad to navigate his cursor on the screen, Ethan decided to fold his current hand and wait for the next one. But it wasn’t a passive or weak move on his part. It was a calculated one based on both the strength of his hand and the way his opponents at the virtual table had been playing theirs. He knew they had him beat in this hand, and there was no point trying to bluff his way out of it. There was simply too much at stake. 
That’s what his parents didn’t understand about what he was doing. They called it gambling, but it wasn’t that. Instead, poker was a sequence of calculated actions, no different to how an architect might design a building or how a taxi driver navigated a city centre in rush hour. Ethan wasn’t gambling; he was using logic, skill and experience, as well as developing a keen understanding of the human psyche, which he could use to his advantage whenever he found himself head-to-head with an opponent, trying to figure out what they were thinking. For his parents to dismiss what he did as reckless and risky was frustrating to Ethan, who actually prided himself on being one of the more level-headed poker players on the virtual scene, but never mind. He knew they would understand what he did one day. They would understand when he was a millionaire and could afford to buy the damn supermarket that he used to work in. 
And as crazy as it sounded, and despite all the evidence so far that pointed against it, Ethan was actually very close to being a millionaire. Or at least getting a seat at an event that could make him a millionaire.
That was because Ethan was one of the final three players out of the 5,000 participants who had entered this online tournament which had begun almost seven hours ago. It was called a ‘satellite’ event and what that basically meant was that it was a qualifying tournament for a much larger one to be held in the future. This event today had cost Ethan £15 to enter, which was a sizeable sum to him, but the prize for winning was a huge one. 
The winner of this satellite event would secure themselves a seat at the biggest poker tournament in the world, The World Series Of Poker, which was held in Las Vegas every year and offered staggering cash prizes to those who did well in it. The event cost $10,000 to enter, which was obviously why Ethan was trying to win his seat for free rather than pay for it. But with the winner taking home over a million dollars, there was certainly plenty of reward to go along with the risk of entering. Now Ethan was close to being one of the lucky few thousand players who would get to compete for the biggest prize in poker, but only if he defeated the two opponents at his table right now.
Having folded his hand, Ethan watched the two other participants play out theirs, taking the opportunity to have another swig of his energy drink as he did. The liquid in this can was keeping him going right now, helping his tired mind to combat the fatigue of so many hours sitting in front of this screen. This was another skillset that non-poker players didn’t appreciate. It took serious discipline to be able to play a game of skill for so long without letting it all come crashing down with one bad move.
But to Ethan’s surprise, that was exactly what happened to one of the players at his table, and suddenly that participant was out, leaving only one person now standing between Ethan and that dream tournament in Sin City. 
Sitting up straighter in his seat, Ethan tried to counteract his racing heartbeat by taking a deep breath and counting to ten. It was a technique he had used many times over the years, although he had never had to use it in such a pressurised situation as this one. Most of the time, he had been playing for small prizes, only £100 or so, but now he was playing for a seat at an event that had a prize fund of millions. Not only that but if he was to be victorious here, he would be coming out from behind the computer screen and boarding a plane to America where he would be sitting across a table from some of the best and most famous poker players in the world. 
No matter how many times he counted to ten, he couldn’t stop himself getting excited about that. Noticing that there was time for one more hand until the mandatory five-minute break that occurred every hour, Ethan steeled himself for one last burst of concentration before the short break. 
As the cards were dealt, Ethan saw that he had a good hand. A pair of Kings. Unless his opponent had been dealt a pair of Aces, which was unlikely, then he was winning right now. But that could all change very quickly when the rest of the cards were turned over, so he knew he had to take full advantage here. 
Without a moment’s hesitation, he clicked the button labelled ‘All In’.
Ethan could see that he had more virtual chips than his opponent, so if he was to win this hand then he would win the tournament and book his seat in Vegas. But his opponent had the option to fold, meaning they would continue playing after the break. What would he do?
It took ten seconds, but Ethan got his answer.
His opponent was playing.
With both players all in, the website revealed each set of cards, and Ethan saw that he was indeed ahead at this moment of the game. His opponent had a King and a Queen. Not bad, but not as good as Ethan’s two Kings.
The first three cards were turned over in the middle, but there was nothing there to change things. The fourth card out was a Jack. That did nothing either. Ethan was now only one card away from winning. 
The final card was a King. His opponent now had a pair. But Ethan had three of a kind.
He had won!
He was going to Vegas! 
“Yess!” Ethan called out into his quiet bedroom, fist-pumping the air and almost knocking over his energy drink as he did. 
It was a dream come true. This proved he was a good poker player. He couldn’t believe it, but then again, he must have done because if he hadn’t believed in himself, he never would have got this far. 
He couldn’t wait to tell his parents about what he had just done. While they might not understand the enormity of how big the event was in the poker world, they would surely understand the enormity of what the potential prize fund could do to their son’s life. Never mind being broke, single and directionless. Ethan could very well be a millionaire by his fortieth birthday now. 
The happy poker player was just about to get up from his desk and stretch his aching back when his eyes landed on the motivational poster that he kept on the wall behind his desk for inspiration during the long tournament matches. 
It was a quote by Robin S. Sharma. 
“Change is hardest at the beginning, messiest in the middle and best at the end.”
Ethan felt on the verge of tears as he read it again because it encapsulated his life so well. 
Quitting his job at the supermarket and having to move back home to follow a dream had been hard. All the arguments with his parents over the last few years had certainly been messy. But the achievement that had come at the end of it was definitely the best. 
None of it would have been possible without making a difficult change in his life.
Now the only question was: what other changes were coming? 
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Bogdan Petrovic was quite happy for nothing to change right now. If things were to stay the same, then that was fine by him. He wasn’t thinking this way because of a lack of ambition on his part, nor was it because he didn’t want for anything, because there was certainly a lot of things that he could use to make his life easier. It was simply because he had his Jelena back, and as long as he had her, then things could stay just as they were. 
There was a typically understated atmosphere in the staff canteen that Bogdan entered as he started his lunch break on this, just another working day in the life of a hardworking man. He had been assigned as the security guard to this bank in West London for one week, and while the work was slow and boring, it was at least taking place over more sociable hours. Bogdan usually worked nights, which meant he very rarely came into contact with any of the employees who were based in the building he was protecting, as well as meaning that Jelena was usually asleep when he returned home to her. 
That type of daily grind might be suitable for a person who preferred solitude over human company, and Bogdan had once considered himself to be that kind of person, but not anymore. Now he was in love, he wanted to spend every possible waking minute with his partner, and this daytime shift at least meant that he was guaranteed to get home to her at a decent hour. But the day wasn’t over yet, and after this sixty-minute lunch break, he would have another four hours of security duties to fulfil, which mainly involved standing by the reception door and staring into space. It was as tedious as it sounded, which meant this next hour in the canteen was going to be the highlight of the shift. 
Lowering his weary body into one of the several uncomfortable plastic chairs that were dotted about in this large room, Bogdan placed his lunch box on the table in front of him and prepared to eat. He was alone at this table, as he usually was, but that didn’t bother him too much. While he wouldn’t have minded a little company during his meal, he understood why he didn’t have any. Unlike everybody else in this canteen, Bogdan was not a full employee of the bank. He was a contractor, paid by an external security company and essentially loaned out to this business to fill a need while their usual security guard was away on holiday. That meant that Bogdan had nothing in common with these people other than the fact that he shared the same office with them today, and while they were all bonding over conversations about their bosses, their deadlines and their upcoming staff parties, Bogdan was out of the loop. 
Maybe if he was a ‘proper’ employee here, he would have been sitting at the busier tables right now, chatting away over his sandwiches with his colleagues and trying to make the best of the situation they found themselves in. But instead, he was a little isolated simply because nobody knew who he really was, and even if they did, they figured there was no point chatting to him because he’d be gone soon enough, and the usual security guard would return. 
Taking a bite out of the tasty cheese sandwich that Jelena had made for him this morning, Bogdan noticed the folded newspaper at the other end of the table. Looking around to make sure that nobody was planning on using it in the next few seconds, Bogdan felt confident enough to reach out and pick it up, figuring it would help him to pass the time a little more briskly than if he just sat here staring at the wall. 
Unfolding the paper, Bogdan looked at the front cover to see what the biggest story of the day was, but it was rather underwhelming. A celebrity sex tape scandal. It might have been titillating to some readers, but Bogdan didn’t even recognise the woman in the photo, though it would hardly have made the story more newsworthy if he had. Shaking his head, he turned the pages and went in search of something that actually deserved to be called ‘news.’ 
After skimming over several articles about political backstabbing, social media abuse and serious crime in both the UK and abroad, Bogdan was just about to lose all hope in the human race and close the newspaper when he noticed an article about a topic just as bad but somewhat more relevant to him. It was a full-page piece on Jamel Jasem, the man accused of masterminding the terrorist attack on Battersea Park last November. But the journalist was just following the legal guidelines by using the word “accused” because it was obvious to anybody who knew the story that Jamal was guilty as sin of being the evil human being behind the attack that had taken and ruined so many lives. He was innocent until proven guilty, but it was only a matter of time until that guilty verdict was given, and the article was all about the legal work that was underway to make sure that the trial could go ahead later this year. 
Bogdan read the article with interest and not just because it was about an event that had gripped London ever since it had occurred back on Bonfire Night. It was also because he had actually been at the park that evening shortly before Jamal’s accomplice had detonated her suicide vest, so he knew how close he had come to potentially being one of the victims. London was a big city, but in some ways, it felt small. It had on the morning when he had spotted Jelena in the Underground, and it had that night when he had almost walked directly into the full force of an enormous explosive device. That’s because while there were nine million people in the capital on any given day, moving through the various boroughs that made up the famous city, any of them could cross paths with any of the other people they shared the space with, potentially altering one or both of their lives forever. 
It didn’t matter how big London was or how many people were there. 
It only took a second for any of them to come into contact and change their fates forever. 
Bogdan was about halfway through the article when he noticed a shadow fall across the page, and he looked up to see a frowning man in a badly fitting suit standing over him. 
“That wouldn’t be my newspaper now, would it?” the man said in a condescending tone, clearing insinuating that this was indeed his paper and Bogdan was using it without permission. 
Never a man to draw attention to himself if he could help it, Bogdan quickly closed the newspaper and apologised for the misunderstanding before handing the inky pages back to the sulky figure beside him. 
“Thank you,” the man said, although not in a way that sounded like he meant it, and Bogdan watched as he walked to the other end of the table and took a seat, obviously not wanting to sit down too close to the Serbian security guard. 
Bogdan let out a sigh and went back to munching on his cheese sandwiches, of which he was grateful that there were plenty of. Despite telling Jelena that he was hoping to lose a little bit of weight, she had still made him a considerable lunch, but he wasn’t complaining right now. He was starving, and he knew that Jelena would have predicted that too. 
She really did look after him, just as he did his best to look after her.
It was just one of the many reasons why he couldn’t wait to get home.
Swallowing down another tasty lump of cheese, Bogdan was content with losing himself in another one of his daydreams about the future and giving Jelena everything she had ever dreamed of when he heard the mutterings of the man at the other end of the table again. 
“Can you believe this?” he was saying to nobody in particular. “These cheating politicians thinking they can get away with fiddling their expenses. Who do they think they are? Do they not realise that we are the ones who vote them in?”   
Bogdan looked around to see who it was that the man was talking to, but nobody was paying him any attention. The Serbian wondered if that was because nobody liked him, and based on their brief interaction, he could understand why. 
It wasn’t just the man’s suit that was bad. 
It was his attitude too.  
The grumpy man turned a few more pages in the newspaper, and it seemed like he was trying to be as loud as possible as he did, causing Bogdan to consider moving to another table. But all the other seats were occupied, and even if they weren’t, Bogdan knew he would attract some funny glances if he was to go and sit beside the other employees here as if he was their friend. 
“Oh, great! Another dodgy election in Africa,” the man cried again, shaking his head as if the world’s problems were his own. 
Bogdan finished his sandwiches and put the lid back on his lunchbox, consoling himself with the fact that while there were men in the world who earned more money than him, this man was proving that it didn’t necessarily mean they were any happier. 
“Another idiot hasn’t checked their lottery ticket,” the man said again, clearly having moved on from elections and now muttering about some unclaimed prize money. “Hey, Greg! Someone’s won twenty million quid on the lottery and they haven’t come forward yet! It’s not you, is it?
Bogdan turned to look over his shoulder and saw the guy at the vending machine roll his eyes. Presumably, this was Greg. 
“No, not me,” Greg called back, shaking his head. “I bloody wish.”
“Don’t we all, mate,” the man at Bogdan’s table said. “I could do a lot with that money.”
“You could buy yourself a new suit for starters,” somebody fired back, and that got plenty of laughter from the workers around the room, including Bogdan.
“Very funny,” the man replied, but even he was able to raise a smile at his own expense. “One day I really will win the lottery, and then you’ll all be sorry.”
Everybody around the room went back to what they were doing before the interruption, and Bogdan was just about to do the same when all the lottery talk reminded him of the fact that he hadn’t checked the ticket he had bought last week. 
Taking out his wallet, it didn’t take him long to locate the slip of paper folded up at the bottom of the main compartment, simply because it wasn’t like there was much else in his wallet vying for space. He only carried a wallet around for his I.D. cards. 
It certainly wasn’t to hold all of his riches.
Taking out the ticket, Bogdan unfolded it and saw the six numbers printed across the front of it. The ticket had been purchased on a whim as Bogdan was on his way home one night last week, stopping off in the local shop as he often did to buy himself a can of his favourite lager after a hard day’s work. The numbers had been chosen at random and with little care, mainly because Bogdan knew how unlikely it was that they would lead to anything. It was that same lack of belief that had led to him forgetting that the ticket even existed. 
As Bogdan looked at it, he must have caught the attention of the man at the other end of the table because he scoffed loudly. 
“Here we go, we’ve got a player,” the man said at a volume loud enough to draw the attention of the rest of the people in the canteen again. “Well, come on mate. Let me put you out of your misery. Show us your numbers.”
The man reached out towards Bogdan, clearly planning to check the numbers on the ticket with the numbers printed in the newspaper. Bogdan wasn’t sure if he should hand it over, but then he realised that several people were looking at him now, so he felt as if he had to. 
“I don’t think it will be the winner,” Bogdan said quietly, handing the ticket over to the man, who laughed and replied with “you think?”
Bogdan waited patiently as the man cross-referenced the ticket with the newspaper article, and he was simply expecting to be given the useless piece of paper back when he saw the look of shock flash across the man’s face. 
“Hang on a minute,” he said, sitting forward in his seat and leaning in closer to the newspaper. 
Bogdan didn’t know what was happening, so he just continued to wait. 
“I don’t bloody believe this!” the man cried, loudly enough to get everybody’s attention and silence the canteen. “He’s got the winning ticket!”
Bogdan immediately felt his face burning red as all eyes were on him, and he was almost too self-conscious about that fact to register what it was that the man had just said. 
“Did you hear me? These are your numbers! You’re the mystery winner! You’ve won the bloody lottery!”
Bogdan’s face continued to flush as everybody around him gawped in his direction. Greg ran to the man at the other end of the table and checked the ticket for himself before looking up at Bogdan as if he had suddenly grown a second head. 
“No way,” was all that Greg had to say on the matter. 
Several other people rushed towards the newspaper, and all went about completing the same check that had already been done by the man sitting at the table. But all their expressions seemed to confirm what he had said. 
Bogdan was a lottery winner. 
He had won £20million. 
The Serbian man was too weak at the knees to get up from his seat and go and check it for himself, so he was grateful when a female employee brought the ticket and newspaper over to him. 
“It’s true,” she said, a wide smile on her face. “Your numbers have come up.”
Bogdan tried to stay calm as he made the mandatory check for himself. Maybe this was a practical joke, and they were winding him up. He wouldn’t have minded that, in truth. He was just glad that somebody was talking to him. But then he finished checking the numbers, and he saw that there was no joke. 
He really was a millionaire now. 
“What are you going to do?” somebody asked him, and the entire room was silent as they waited with bated breath to hear his answer. 
After taking a moment to get his racing heartbeat under control, Bogdan took a deep breath and then reached into his pocket for his mobile phone. Then he looked up at the sea of faces gawking at him and gave them a response. 
“I’m going to call my Jelena and tell her the good news.”
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