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Jelena
14:20
Jelena Markovic couldn’t believe her eyes. She wanted them to be wrong. She wanted them not to see him. But it was clear to her now that the man walking across the park only metres away from her was the same man that had raped her earlier this year. 
From her low vantage point, sitting on a blanket on the grass, he looked taller than she had remembered him. But he hadn’t seen her sitting nearby and simply continued on his way like it was just another day. 
His strides were short but quick, and his head bobbed a little as he moved. He wore a dark blue t-shirt and black jeans and dazzlingly white trainers that stood out even more as they moved from the concrete path and onto the lush green grass that surrounded it. But he wore one other item of clothing that was unusual for this time of year.  
A grey beanie hat covering his hair and ears. 
It was twenty-five-degrees in London today, and there was no need for a hat. But Jelena knew why he was wearing it. 
She knew exactly what he was trying to cover up. 
The man was dressed differently to the last time she had seen him, which had been just before he took his suit off and dominated her in that locked room. He had exuded money, power and a frightening sense of control that day. But he didn’t exude any of those things today, especially not here in the open freedom of Hyde Park. Today he just looked like a normal guy in his thirties. Nobody else would have looked at him twice. But Jelena was still looking at him. 
Because she knew who he really was. 
It had now been a month since her ordeal at the hands of the Serbian sex traffickers had ended. After paying for a new life in the UK only to end up under lock and key and being used as a mere object for other people’s pleasure, it had finally ended on that hot Monday morning on the London Underground in June. Since then she had done her best to regain a measure of control in her life that had been stripped from her during the horrific four-month experience, and while it was still an ongoing process, things had slowly been returning to something that resembled normality. 
After receiving urgent medical treatment for the injuries and malnutrition she had endured in captivity, the first thing she had been made to do was deal with the British Police. Their questions had been extensive and exhaustive, and the experience of recalling every single detail from the crimes she had been victim to had left her feeling almost as empty as the real thing had. 
The whole process had been made even more excruciating by the gravest of injuries she had sustained while living as a prisoner, which was that of the removal of her tongue. The medical staff at the hospital she had been taken too had been visibly appalled at what had been done to her, and while they did their best to clean the wounds and make her more comfortable, there had been nothing they could do to fix the issue of a vital piece of her body being taken from her. 
It had taken some time until Jelena had been brave enough to look in the mirror and see the effects of the twisted surgery for the first time and understandably it had been a traumatic experience for her when she had. From a physical point of view, she had learnt to keep her mouth closed as much as she could when out in public which at least meant that other people had no idea what she was missing. But mentally, it was the knowledge that she now faced a lifetime of silence that had been the most difficult thing to process after the relief and euphoria of being rescued had subsided.
Of course, being unable to speak meant that dealing with the authorities’ questions when they began had been problematic. Her only way of delivering her answers had been to type them on a laptop alongside the assistance of the Serbian translator who had been assigned to her case and while it was a successful process, it was also a long one. The task of communicating everything that had happened to her via a machine and an intermediary was both impersonal and longwinded, and it had taken all her considerable resolve to keep going until it was completed. 
For the police, Jelena was something of a rare find. They explained how it was extremely unlikely that women like her that had been forced into sex work and held against their will ever actually escaped from that fate. While the officers in charge of her questioning weren’t exactly excited by the chance to speak with her, they were at least a little overbearing. In terms of what she had been through, she was a victim, although in terms of the investigators, she was a prized possession. 
But most of all, they had to remember that she was human. 
She knew they were just trying to do their job, and more importantly stop it from happening to others like her, but that hadn’t made the whole thing any easier. For several hours each day, beginning in the hospital and continuing in the shelter she was moved into once she was healing, she had answered as many questions as she could about what had happened.  
She had described the two men who had taken her from the lorry in England and thrown her into the nightmarish existence that had never seemed likely to end. One of them tall, thin and pale, the other shorter, chubbier and meaner. 
She told them how she had given them names, Volkov and Zao, and described in detail what each of them had done to her during their time together. She had explained how their threats of bringing harm to her surviving family members back home had kept her under their control until finally, she could take no more and had attempted her escape. 
She told them how she had run through the underground only to be captured by Zao again and be dragged back towards the train. And finally, she had told them how the chance encounter with the man she had gone to school with had been the random factor that led to her ultimate rescue.
It hadn’t been all one-way information, and the police had replied with facts of their own. Like how, after reviewing CCTV footage from the underground, they had been able to put a real name to one of the men that had taken Jelena. 
Zao, the man that had been with her on the tube that morning, was in fact called Vukasin Dordevic. He was known to the authorities in Serbia and had spent time in prison for various combinations of theft, public indecency and drunken and disorderly behaviour. Quite how he had gone from partaking in petty crime to the more serious charges of sex trafficking and kidnapping was unclear, but one thing wasn’t. He was a nasty piece of work and needed taking off the streets as soon as possible. Of course, Jelena had known that already and hoped that the information she had provided them would be enough to put a stop to his ruinous behaviour. But in the end, it had turned out somebody else had taken care of that. 
When Jelena had taken the police back to the flat that she had been held in for so long, she had been shocked to see that it had been burnt to the ground. While the destruction of any evidence had been a severe blow to her, more was to follow. She was informed how the firefighting teams had discovered a body in the burnt-out flat, and after identification, it was revealed to be that of Vukasin. 
The dead body of the old woman pulled out of the neighbouring flat posed even more of a mystery. But to Jelena, it was clear. The second man that had kidnapped her, the one she only knew by her given nickname of Volkov, was behind these despicable acts. 
After taking care of evidence and witnesses, he had most likely returned to Serbia, and while the authorities there were on the lookout for him so far there had been no further updates. Just one CCTV image of him boarding the Eurostar train from Kings Cross to Paris on the morning that she escaped, wearing a blue cap pulled down tightly over his head and carrying a bag that she believed contained all the money he had been making from his crimes. 
Without a real name to put to this mystery man’s face Jelena knew deep down that it was highly unlikely he would ever be brought to justice, and she had forced herself to make some peace with that. The one thing she was struggling to make peace with though was the knowledge that it was likely there were other women out there going through the same thing she had been through and that she hadn’t been able to help them. 
Maybe if they had been able to catch her second kidnapper in the immediate aftermath of her escape, then they could have blown the lid off what was surely a larger network of sexual abuse and kidnapping crimes. But that hadn’t been the case so far, and Jelena had expected she had helped the police as much as she could have done already.
Until she had seen the man walking through Hyde Park today just yards away from her.
He was one of the first men that she had been forced to be with during her time as a prisoner and he was the only man that she had been able to fight back against before he could do anything to her. With her legs and arms tied to the bed, it had been almost impossible to stop the man from being on top of her, and while she had begged for help and spat in his face, it had done little to dissuade him from what he wanted to do. 
If he had kept his face above hers during the act, then there would have been no way to stop him. But at one point he had leaned down and attempted to bite Jelena on the neck, and that had been when she had taken the opportunity to sink her teeth into his left ear. She had tasted blood but refused to let go until she had torn off the upper part of the man’s outer lobe. He had been shocked and screamed for help from the guards waiting outside as he held his hand up to the place where the blood poured from his head while Jelena had continued to spit at him and make noises of her own. 
The beating that followed her act of defiance had been swift and brutal and hadn’t done anything to stop the future attacks from taking place. But one good thing had come of it. She had never seen that man again. 
Until today.
She kept her eyes on him and saw that he was heading for the large entrance gates that led into the music festival that was underway on the other side of the park. There weren’t many parks in the world that could house a 10,000-capacity concert in one section while the rest of the space remained open to the public, but Hyde Park was one of them. It was a beautiful green space in the middle of the sprawling metropolis of London and Jelena had been doing her best to enjoy its features. But there were more urgent matters at hand now. She knew that if the man was to go through those gates and enter the crowds inside ,then she would never be able to find him again. 
With that in mind, she rose quickly to her feet and set off in pursuit of him, leaving her blanket and shopping bag full of snacks behind her on the grass. She wasn’t quite running, but it was a hurried jog, and she was forming her plan of action as she moved. 
While she wouldn’t be able to speak to the man herself, there was somebody else that she could get to do the talking. It was one of the security guards standing on the front gate of the festival, the guy wearing the bright green high visibility vest over his white shirt and black trousers. It would normally be too warm to wear such attire, but he was in uniform. It was her man.
It was Bogdan.
Ever since the pair of them had encountered each other in the London Underground that fateful day in June, they had grown closer. After he had called to her and distracted her captor enough for her to make a second and more successful escape she had leapt into his arms and held him so tightly he must have wondered if she was ever going to let go. 
While they had not been particularly close while attending the same school in Belgrade in their childhood, they had been familiar enough with each other to recognise the other one despite it being over a decade since they had last spoken in person. The regular updating of photos to social platforms had helped them bridge the passage of time. 
Jelena remembered Bogdan as the podgy, spotty boy from her classes although he had certainly changed. Much of the man’s bulk now consisted of muscle instead of fat and the short buzz cut over his stubbly face had given him more of a handsome, rugged appearance than he had possessed in his youth. 
He had visited her often while she was recovering in hospital, though he had made it clear he would have stopped doing so if she preferred solitude. He had been happy when she had told him that she would like to see him more after she had been released from care and even happier when she had taken his hand during one of their walks around the streets near her shelter. 
They had continued to grow closer and while they hadn’t yet been physical with each other, Jelena felt her feelings for him becoming stronger by the day. After everything she had been through, she couldn’t have imagined finding love in the same city where she had experienced nothing but evil and hatred. But she had, and she was glad she had stayed here. 
Of course, there were other obstacles to overcome, and while communication was difficult between them, it wasn’t impossible. She could write down her thoughts, and they were both in the process of learning sign language. They had even discussed potentially living together one day and her finding a job. When they had first reconnected, he had been working for a cleaning company but not long after that he had found a better-paid job working in security. It had led to him being assigned to Hyde Park today, to monitor and control the thousands of screaming music fans that had descended here for the festival. 
Quickening her pace, Jelena saw the man ahead of her produce a ticket and show it to one of the inspectors on the turnstiles. Bogdan stood nearby, oblivious to the true nature of the person entering the premises that he was guarding, but she was only seconds away from telling him. 
When Bogdan had told her that he would be working at Hyde Park today, she had decided on travelling with him. It was a nice day after all, and she felt it would be beneficial to her recovery to get some fresh air. Her plan had been to do a little sunbathing and walking in the park until Bogdan had finished his shift and they could travel back across London together. 
That had been until she had seen the man that had abused her and now all plans were out the window. 
Hers, Bogdan’s and especially the man she was following. 
She reached Bogdan just as the man in the grey beanie hat was passing through the ticket barriers. He still hadn’t seen her, but by now Bogdan had, and the look of concern on his face told her she must be appearing frantic to him. 
He asked her if everything was ok and she shook her head and pointed to the man walking into the festival. Before he had time to ask her what she meant, she had already taken out her mobile phone and typed her message on the screen. 
Man in hat attacked me. 
Then she touched her ear to let him know exactly which one he was. She had told Bogdan about the man whose flesh she had torn off with her teeth, and as soon as he read the message that she had typed out and seen the gesture towards her ear, then a look of realisation came across his face. 
She nodded to signal how sure she was that it was him and that was all it took for Bogdan to turn and go in pursuit of the scumbag that had contributed to so much of the pain endured by the woman he now loved.



Diego
14:21
Diego Olivera handed his ticket to the inspector on the gates of the music festival and waited to be waved through, although if he was honest, he wouldn’t have minded being turned away. This was not his idea of a fun way to spend a Sunday afternoon. But he knew being in a relationship meant making sacrifices and so he was willing to at least pretend he wanted to be here.
He scratched his sweating hair beneath the grey beanie hat on his head as the inspector tagged his ticket with his electronic stamp and stood aside for him to pass. At least he had missed all of the queues he thought to himself as he stepped through the barriers and entered the compound that was housing the one day festival in Hyde Park. 
The event had begun over an hour earlier which meant most of the 10,000 people that had tickets were already crammed inside, fighting for the best view of the stage or waiting in the endless lines for alcoholic refreshments. But getting here at this time had been part of his plan all along. His girlfriend would assume it was his attempt at being fashionably late and her friends would assume it was because he was nervous about meeting them all for the first time. 
He was quite happy to let them make as many assumptions about him as they wanted. It was better that they didn’t know the real reason he was only just arriving now, which was that he didn’t want to be here and definitely didn’t want to spend time socialising with a bunch of people he knew he wouldn’t be able to stand. 
He walked around a partition with the festival name emblazoned across the side of it and passed two men in hi-vis jackets who didn’t seem to be doing much of anything. There was a lot of security here considering this was essentially a pop concert attended by young adults on the most peaceful afternoon of the week. 
He nodded to the men as he passed them, and they nodded back. They seemed completely bored with their task for the day, and Diego couldn’t blame them. He couldn’t be sure exactly how much money they were getting paid to stand there and do nothing, but he estimated that he made more in half an hour than they would do for their whole shift. That thought was enough to at least make him feel a little bit happier inside as he rounded the partition and set his eyes on the huge crowd on the other side. 
He saw that the mass of people inside were encircled by rows of stalls, all of them selling alcohol in plastic cups and hot dogs in Styrofoam trays and each stall had a snaking line of festival-goers queuing beside it. The ends of each long line seemed to merge seamlessly with the main heaving mess that was the crowd and his eyes moved across the huge swarm of people before finally landing on the thing that everybody was facing towards. It was the main stage, and it was currently occupied by some DJ that Diego didn’t recognise. Not that he could really make him out anyway, given the figure standing behind the decks was merely a tiny speck on the far side of this monstrosity of an event. 
He was glad in that moment to have arrived when he had and not a minute earlier. This place looked like it contained almost everything he hated. Bad music, people who couldn’t handle their alcohol and greasy food containers lying all over the floor. 
Rock and roll. 
He sighed and took out his mobile phone, figuring it was probably time to make contact with his girlfriend before she began to think he had stood her up. He clicked on her name and held the phone to his ear as it rang. The deafening electronic beats that were blaring from the stage wouldn’t make this call easy, but he had to at least give it a try. 
But there was no answer, so he hung up and typed out a message instead. 
Hey. I’m here. Where you at girl?
He pressed send, cringing at his use of the word “girl”, but he knew it made him seem a little ‘cooler’ to the recipient and given she was ten years younger than he was he had to try and be as cool as he could. 
He hadn’t planned on being in a relationship with someone in their early twenties given that he himself had already passed the thirty age barrier three years ago, but then again, he hadn’t planned on being in a relationship at all. Being a single man had been good to him, and he had fully expected to carry on like that for the rest of his life. At least that had been the plan right up until the moment his employer had advised him about what was best for his future career prospects. 
As a Senior Associate at Highbridge Lawyers, in a role he had been promoted to after spending most of his twenties in a junior role, he believed he had been well placed to make the step up to becoming a Partner in the eventual future. To have done so before the age of forty would have been quite the achievement but he had worked for the same company ever since leaving University with his law degree and had impressed them enough for them to progress his career in a much quicker way than his peers. 
That was because while he possessed the necessary requisites to succeed in such an industry, like confidence, smarts, qualifications and a deep-seated work ethic, he also possessed something that was less talked about but just as important. 
A cold streak.
While working as a solicitor for Highbridge, he had been required to advise numerous corporate clients on the best way to resolve their legal issues, and he had learnt something fast as soon as he had started to do so. 
Many of his colleagues, even the more senior ones, were often reluctant to advise their clients on any course of action that would be costly to either them or the company they worked for. They would tie themselves up in knots, working for endless hours more, just to find a solution that didn’t require the client or the company to take a hit, even if it was at the risk of losing the case. 
But Diego wasn’t like them. He was able to separate his client’s desires, and his own companies need to save money and focus instead on what was the best way for him to succeed as an individual. In a competitive environment like at Highbridge Lawyers, having such a streak had made him stand out quickly, particularly to the more senior partners who were used to having those below them say and do anything just to stay in favour. Diego’s ability to put what was needed to be done ahead of everything else was a risky but eye-catching strategy, and once it had been developed and nurtured by his mentors, it had been a lucrative one. Clients who had been fed so much bullshit elsewhere began to seek out Highbridge and, in particular, Diego, to deal with their cases, and both of them had been happy to accept the money flowing in. 
And flow in it had. 
Diego was almost thirty-three, but his bank account resembled that of a man double his age. With tens of thousands of pounds tied up in savings accounts, investment funds and property, he was already a very wealthy man, and it was only the beginning. Becoming a partner would boost his earnings exponentially, and then there would be almost no limit to the luxuries he could afford himself. 
He had expensive taste, and it was getting more expensive by the year. The only way to satisfy his desires was to climb the corporate ladder as quickly as he could, and everything had seemed to be pointing towards that upward direction. That had been until the words of advice had been given to him in the meeting three months earlier that had led him on the path to being here, standing in the middle of a godforsaken music festival on a Sunday afternoon in Hyde Park. 
“You know we have a very family orientated culture here at Highbridge. It wouldn’t do your chances of making partner any harm if you were to embrace that culture a little more.” 
Those had been the words of Richard Evans, a Senior Partner at Highbridge and one of the key men who had the power to decide who would make it to Partner at the firm and who wouldn’t. His message had been clear even if Diego had internally disagreed with it and had hoped to avoid it. The family culture Richard referred to wasn’t so much about the working environment and relations between employees. In an office full of lawyers such niceties would often get in the way if they had been imposed. No, what Richard had been referring to specifically was the culture amongst the other senior leaders at Highbridge. 
All the figures that had ascended to the top of the company, be it a man or a woman, were well known for their strong family lives outside of the office. This meant they were all married, all had children, even grandchildren if they were old enough, and all had offices full of photos telling you so. These families were always out in full force at partner events and particularly at external client events when the image of Highbridge was most on show. What Richard was essentially saying was that if Diego wanted to join their ranks one day, then he would be expected to fit in with that culture of family. Which meant at present there was only one thing holding him back from that. 
He didn’t have a family. 
It wasn’t so much an issue with the lack of his own paternal family that was being flagged up. Rather it was the issue with the lack of a future one. If he was to ascend the ranks and attend the type of events that could lead to lucrative contracts for the firm, then it would be preferable if he could attend them with a wife on his arm, who would be able to make small talk with the other wives and husbands while the partners and clients made the deals that would enhance all their futures. 
Richard said that he had seen first-hand how those legal partners without a social partner of their own had been downgraded in the eyes of their peers and prospective clients and ultimately missed out on high profile work. That was because being seen in a solid relationship and having dependants of your own said something about who you were. It said that you were good enough to be loved, respectful enough of tradition and most of all, trustworthy enough to handle any work you were tasked with completing. 
Diego had agreed with all of this externally and told Richard that he would take the information onboard. Internally though it had been a different story. While he wanted to be a partner in law more than anything in the world, he had zero desire to be a partner in anything else. He didn’t see himself as a boyfriend, husband or father. The fact that all those things were part of the requirement for his promotion seemed to be unfair and unnecessary. 
His ability to perform his job wasn’t enhanced by having a strong woman to go home to every evening. In actual fact, it was the opposite. It was enhanced by the very fact that he was always the one in control and the women in his life were mere subordinates, used for his pleasure and his pleasure only. 
Ever since his early twenties, he had been paying for his encounters with the opposite sex. It had started off with strip clubs in his university days when money had been tight, and he was only just beginning to explore the depths of his sexual depravity. After graduation and upon starting his role at Highbridge, he had been able to afford prostitutes, although still not at the rate he would have wished for himself. 
Alongside this, he had been using websites where he would pay for the women on the other end of the camera to perform whatever acts he demanded of them. As his wages had increased, his desire for power and control over women had followed suit and by the time he was approaching thirty he estimated he had spent tens of thousands of pounds on hookers, escorts, sex cam shows and seedy trips to seedier parts of Asia and Eastern Europe to satisfy his desires. 
From his point of view, it had all been money well spent, barring a couple of scares in the sexual health clinic. And of course, there was the time he had to pay for expensive cosmetic work after one woman had almost bitten half of his ear off earlier in the year. The surgery had gone well, and the scars were healing although he had spent most of the summer having to wear a hat to cover up the lingering effects of the injury he had sustained at the hands of the Eastern European woman in that flat in North London. She was a bitch to be sure, but at least he had been given a refund for that one. 
Of course, no one at Highbridge knew anything about his extra-curricular activities. Nobody did at all, not even his friends outside of work. And certainly not Lindsey, the twenty-three-year-old woman who was now his girlfriend. 
He had met her on the London Underground last month, not long after the talk with Richard and right in the middle of the time when he was forcing himself to get into a relationship for career purposes. He had struck up a conversation with her after she had given up her seat for an old man and had managed to get her to agree to go for a drink with him later that week. The ‘date’ had gone well enough for there to be a second one, and after the third one, they had finally slept together. 
Three dates and a ridiculous amount of text messages just to get physical with a woman. It was much easier just to hand over some money and go into a room, but apparently, this was the new world he was being forced to operate in. Of course, he was continuing to pay for sex with other women while he was in a relationship with Lindsey, which was risky, but he was sure he would be able to keep it secret. After all, he had kept his hobbies secret from everyone he had ever met so one extra person shouldn’t be too difficult. And there was no way in hell he was planning on just being intimate with one woman for the rest of his life. 
He felt his phone vibrating in his hand and looked down to see he had received a text message from Lindsey. 
Hey! We’re by the Corona stand. I’m wearing an orange top. 
He looked around the sea of stalls, scantily clad festival-goers and sound systems and eventually spotted the stand that was emblazoned with advertising material for Corona beer. Sighing again, he dropped his phone into the back pocket of his jeans and made his way towards it, pulling his beanie hat a little further down over his ears as he went. 



Lindsey
14:22
Lindsey Beattie checked her phone again, but there were still no calls or messages to answer. She looked at her friends beside her to see if they had noticed her concern, but they were too busy watching the main stage several feet in front of them that was currently host to Nico Fire, one of the world’s most popular DJs. 
To be fair, it was a pretty good distraction, and she forced herself to forget about the non-ringing phone and enjoy the festival. But still, she continued to hold the device as she swayed to the electronic beats pulsing through the large crowd that she was standing on the edge of. 
Just in case. 
She didn’t usually allow herself to get so concerned about a boy, but for some reason, this time was proving to be different. Maybe it was because she had felt her feelings growing stronger for him ever since they had met on the tube a month ago. Maybe it was because today was the day that she was finally introducing him to her friends for the first time. Or maybe it was just because he was drop-dead gorgeous. Whatever it was, she found herself checking her phone again for any sign of his call. 
“Aww, someone’s been stood up.”
Lindsey looked at the redheaded girl standing beside her and pulled her face. It was Anna, her best friend and chief tormentor when it came to members of the opposite sex.
“I have not been stood up. He’s on his way,” she shouted back, having to raise her voice to be heard over the deafening dance music being pumped out towards them. 
“My bad, I guess it takes longer to get here with a zimmer frame,” Anna shouted back, sticking her tongue out to show she was joking.
Lindsey gave a mock laugh and dropped her phone into her handbag, amused at the joke but also reminded of the unusual age gap between her and her current boyfriend. Diego was almost thirty-three, which made him ten years older than she was. While that age wasn’t exactly old, it definitely could be construed that way when put alongside someone in their early twenties. 
Lindsey had been surprised when he had told her his age during their first date at the rooftop bar overlooking St Paul’s Cathedral in the centre of London. He certainly didn’t look as old as he was, for a number of reasons. 
He had bronzed skin, a product of his Portuguese heritage and a penchant for sunbeds, which made him look healthy and youthful. He was slim and toned, which helped give him a more limber appearance. And then there was his attitude, which was carefree and easy-going. He definitely looked younger than his years, and she doubted that anybody who saw them together could guess there was such a numerical gap between them. 
Personally, it made no difference to her. They got on well, always had fun together and the sex was great, so what did it matter if there was a gap between the year they were born.  
Of course, not everyone would see it that way, and her friends had been quick to flag up their concerns. Anna had been the first to tell her that she was too young to be getting involved with a guy who was trending towards an age when most people were choosing to settle down. 
While Lindsey knew that her best friend just had her best interests in mind, she had felt there had perhaps been a hint of jealousy from her when she had voiced the opinion. Anna’s love life could best be described as a car crash of one-night stands and disastrous dates, and so it was likely she would be free and single for several years to come unless something drastic changed. Therefore, hearing that her best friend was all loved up with a hunky affluent man was bound to make her a little worried, and not just because of the age gap. It would mean Lindsey was less likely to embark on the drunken dating escapades that they had regularly enjoyed together ever since meeting in the first year of university five years earlier. Deep down, she knew Anna’s constant referencing to Diego’s age was a mixture of concern and envy, but the fact she was worried showed how good a friend she really was. But the envy part, Lindsey could do nothing about. 
The problem was that it wasn’t just Anna who had raised her objections to the new man in their friend’s life. Her other good friends Estelle and Siobhan had done the same. The overall consensus was that Diego was too old for Lindsey, and this opinion was despite the fact that none of them had actually met the guy yet. This seemed a little unfair, but again, Lindsey knew her friends were just looking out for her. But she hoped today would go a long way to alleviating their concerns. 
Diego was due to meet them any minute now, and she was sure that once they got to know him, they would see that he was just a normal guy who had plenty of things in common with them. The problem was the festival was over an hour old, and he still hadn’t turned up yet. 
Lindsey reached back into her handbag for her phone as the latest song came to a crescendo on the stage. This festival was the perfect way to spend a sunny Sunday in London she thought to herself as she rummaged in her bag. The fact that she had managed to score five tickets for free was an absolute bonus and was the result of all her hard work in the office starting to pay off. 
Since beginning her employment at Champion Recruiters a month earlier, which was her first ‘proper’ job since leaving the world of education and extensive travel behind, she had impressed her bosses and colleagues with her positive attitude and ability to form quick and solid relationships with clients and customers. 
While she had only taken the job as an urgent way to get some funds into her cash deficient bank account, she had actually discovered early on that she enjoyed the work and the atmosphere that came with working in the recruitment industry. The days in the office could be long, and there were still plenty of menial tasks put her way on a regular basis, but all that paled into insignificance when put up against the hectic social calendar that the office employed and encouraged, as well as the bonuses that came every time she was successful in placing a candidate with a new employer. 
In just a few short weeks, she had gone from doubting her life choices of moving to London and getting an office job to embracing her newfound city life and career. 
Of course, she couldn’t have done any of it without her friends and the fact she had her best mate from university here, as well as the two girls they had met while travelling in Australia, meant that the weekends were proving to be just as much fun as the weekdays. Today was a good example of that.
Lindsey had been given five tickets to today’s festival by the owner of a marketing firm in Southwark where she had placed two candidates into office junior roles. She had got the impression the man had been flirting with her during their interactions but was more than happy to encourage this if it meant improving her odds of her agency’s candidates being chosen over her competitors.
When he had given her the tickets, she had initially worried he was planning to attend the festival with her but as soon as she learned that wasn’t the case she had quickly rounded up the girls to tell them she had freebies to the exclusive event in Hyde Park on this beautiful July afternoon. A lot of the people lucky enough to be inside here were competition winners, corporate guests or had been fortunate and patient enough to get tickets after spending several anxious minutes trying to buy them online before they sold out in record time. But there had been no such stress for Lindsey and her friends. 
Except when one of them had dropped out and they had been left with a spare ticket. 
The fifth ticket had been gifted to Zoe, the girl that sat next to Lindsey in the office and brightened up her day with her tales of drunken debauchery and sizzling sexcapades. But when she had been forced to drop out after her grandmother fell sick Lindsey had pondered who to offer the remaining ticket to. It had actually been Anna’s suggestion to give it to Diego, saying that it was about time they finally met this mystery man that had been keeping her from them for several nights over the past month. 
Lindsey had initially dismissed the idea, one, because she was pretty sure Diego wouldn’t want to attend a music festival with a group of girls and two, because she wasn’t convinced that a loud, crowded section of Hyde Park was the best place to introduce him to all her friends. 
But then Anna had teased her about the fact Diego was probably too old to attend this kind of thing, and she had decided she would ask him anyway. The fact that he had said yes to the double combination of a music festival and meeting her friends had been a pleasant surprise to Lindsey, and she had enjoyed telling her friends that her man wasn’t the elderly, stiff bore that they were all making him out to be. But now the day was here she definitely felt nervous about how the afternoon would go. 
It wasn’t a dealbreaker if Diego and her friends didn’t get on, but it would obviously be better if they did. She hoped there would be many events in the future that they could all experience together, ideally with a few of Diego’s friends in tow, and so today was the precursor to all of that. But the fact that he wasn’t here yet wasn’t doing anything to calm her nerves or alleviate her friend’s concerns that he was simply too old for her. 
She finally located her phone in her busy handbag and looked at the screen to see she had one missed call and one text message from her boyfriend. She silently cursed herself for putting her phone away when she had been expecting him to make contact with her and quickly read his message to find out where he was. 
Hey I’m here. Where you at girl? 
Lindsey smiled at the message, mainly because it meant he had turned up after all but also because of the cheesy use of the word “girl” at the end of it. She had noticed he had used it a couple of times on their first few dates and now she had gotten to know him she sensed his use of it was just a way of him trying to seem cooler and younger than he actually was. But she didn’t mind. The fact he was even trying to impress her was good enough for her, even if it was in a way that was as cheesy as a slab of Cheddar. 
She quickly fired back a text message of her own, informing him that she and the group were standing near to the large Corona tent that they had visited several times already in the hour and a half they had been there. Lindsey wouldn’t class herself as drunk yet, merely tipsy, although the rate she was drinking at meant a Monday hangover was a mere formality at this point. 
But she could handle a headache and a gallon of water in the office tomorrow. What she wouldn’t have been able to handle was a comedown from one of the pills that she and her friends had been offered a short time after they arrived at the festival. 
Drugs and music events were as synonymous with each other as fish and chips or Ant and Dec. But even Lindsey had been surprised at how quickly they had been propositioned by a man in a black jacket once they had made it through the ticket barriers and inside to where the event was held. 
It was obviously done in a discreet way, and the guy selling the pills certainly looked like he was familiar with criminal activities, but it had still been a shock to her when her friends had gone for what the dealer was selling them. 
She knew from her Uni days that Anna liked to partake in illegal substances on occasion, and she also knew that both Estelle and Siobhan were no strangers to the world of pills, puff and powder after spending time with them in various hostels in the southern hemisphere, but she hadn’t expected them to go for it on a Sunday afternoon when they all had work the next day. Especially not here, at this event which was little more than a trumped-up advertisement for one of the biggest radio stations in the country. It was a music festival for sure, but it wasn’t exactly Glastonbury. 
While her friends had all discreetly purchased their entertainment from the dodgy guy wearing a jacket in twenty-five-degree weather Lindsey had politely declined her invitation to partake and had instead satisfied her urge for drugs by buying two overpriced bottles of Corona from the first stall they came across. Although her friends beside her were undoubtedly having a better time here than she was as a result of the chemicals flooding through their systems, she was glad she had refused to join them in popping pills. Besides avoiding the horrendous comedown that would befall them all by the time their alarms went off on Monday morning, she had really done it because of Diego. 
He would surely be nervous arriving to meet her friends for the first time, and it probably wouldn’t be a good look if she was completely off her face with them all when he got here. Not only that but she still wasn’t sure what his views were when it came to illegal substances, and the last thing she wanted to do was upset or annoy him should it turn out he was strongly against the use of them. She would make do with alcohol today and leave her friends to the hallucinations and euphoria of whatever it was they had taken almost ninety minutes earlier. She would also be able to gauge Diego’s response to the sight of the girls in their various states of influence, and if it was a positive one, which she hoped it would be, then she would know that it was something they could do together in the future.  
She was just about to check on her mobile phone again when she felt two strong hands on her waist, and a set of lips kiss her on the neck. 
“Hey girl,” Diego said to her in that sexy voice of his, and Lindsey felt a rush of blood to her head as she turned around quickly and planted a huge kiss on her boyfriend’s smiling mouth. 



Nico
14:23
Nico Fire raised both his arms in the air and closed his eyes as he felt the energy from the crowd surging through him. He was halfway through playing one of the most popular tracks from his first album, and the sea of bodies dancing before him were letting him know how much they were enjoying it. 
He opened his eyes and quickly returned them to the array of electronic equipment laid out in front of him. To most people, his workstation would look like a chaotic mess, and it was a fair assessment. There were probably airplane cockpits that had fewer dials than the set of decks that were responsible for the music pumping out across this corner of Hyde Park. But to Nico, it all made perfect sense. 
He knew that the small red dial to his left was the one he should turn first when he was beginning the mix that would blend the current song into the next one. He knew the combination of buttons to press to increase the volume of his trademark piano instrumentals whilst simultaneously lowering the noise output from the bass section of the track. And most of all he knew what was required if he wanted to completely alter his schedule of songs in an instant, depending on the mood of the crowd and how he felt the energy changing with each record. 
It took years of practice and dedication to master an electronic instrument like the one he was currently dancing in front of and Nico had certainly put in the hours required to attain a level that could now be categorised as nothing other than world-class. 
He had started his journey into DJ superstardom at the age of fourteen in the bedroom of his childhood home in Berlin. Most DJ’s began the same way, learning their craft while their parents were downstairs, and their friends were wasting time out on the streets. 
After sampling and remixing the work of some of his favourite electronic dance music producers, like Tiesto, David Guetta and Calvin Harris, it wasn’t long before he was making tracks of his own. He hadn’t known at the time if they were of any quality until he sent his website link to as many of the kids in his school year as he could. When the pupils in the more senior years suddenly stopped ignoring him and actually began asking him about his music, he realised his songs were spreading. Which meant people were exchanging them. 
Which meant they were good. 
Of course, being known at his school as the kid that could DJ was great for his social life, but he was still a million miles away from breaking out of his suburb and scaling the heights of international fame and success. Performing at friend’s parties throughout the rest of school and into college was great for his self-esteem, and his popularity with the girls, but he knew he wanted more from his music than that. He wanted his own studio where he could spend all day producing new tracks. He wanted to collaborate with some of the biggest and best musicians in the world. And most of all he wanted people everywhere to dance to his songs and feel good, just like how he felt growing up listening to the disc jockeys that made it before him. 
Nico kept one hand in the air as he twisted several dials and paid attention to the rate of beats that were blasting through his headphones. His set was reaching its climax, and there was only time for one more song. He knew he had to nail this last transition and blend into the final track perfectly if he was to finish with a bang and send the 10,000 people in front of him into a frenzy. 
Considering how many times he had done this in the past it should be a mere formality, yet he still felt that sudden wave of anxiety coursing through him that he so often felt at critical moments in his sets. 
To remedy the problem, he turned around and gave the thumbs up to Milo, his manager and best friend. Without wasting a second Milo rushed across the stage towards him with a plastic cup in his hand and gave it to the sweaty youngster operating the sound system. It was a routine they used at every show, and by now it was seamless. Nico would signal to Milo when he needed a refill and Milo would be on hand to provide it. 
Nico spun one finger in the air to the beat of the track as he used his other hand to pour the contents of the cup down his throat. As he drank, he felt the cold, sweet taste of Red Bull mixed in with the harsh but comforting flavour of his favourite form of alcohol, Vodka. It was his drink of choice when he needed to quieten the doubts in his mind about his performance as well as increase his energy and give himself a boost for the next few moments. 
He downed the entire cup and threw it to the stage floor and now emboldened by the refreshment, he frantically went back to work, playing music and orchestrating the crowd simultaneously. 
As the alcohol content in his bloodstream was restored back to its optimal levels, Nico danced emphatically as the first notes of his final song began to play. The crowd responded instantly, taking no time at all to recognise which track was about to begin and Nico felt a wave of pleasure roll over him that had seemed so uncertain only a few moments earlier. 
Anybody who knew anything about Nico Fire would have predicted what the last song would be. Of course, it was Afterburner, the dance track that sampled guitar riffs from the classic Guns N’ Roses single Sweet Child Of Mine and the song that had shot to number one in thirty seven different countries within two weeks of its release. The record was a certified hit, and it had cemented Nico’s position as the current king of EDM music. 
It was a lofty title to hold considering he was only twenty-one years of age and had only really been on the international music scene for a couple of years, but his fame had ascended at a rate of knots only comparable to the speed of the beats pulsating from the massive speakers situated on either side of him.
His breakthrough from underground German disc jockey to international icon had all come about as a result of that magnificent invention known as Twitter. After playing a gig to a crowd of over five hundred people in a nightclub in the Lichtenberg borough of Berlin two years earlier, Nico had gone home and passed out drunk in the small bedroom of the flat he rented with his old school friend Lukas.
After a Saturday night gig, and after the amount of alcohol he would usually consume during the show, Nico would have expected to have slept until at least the following afternoon. But that plan had been shattered by the arrival of Lukas in his bedroom shouting at him to wake up and look at what was happening on social media.
After fighting through the fog of his hangover, Nico had come around just enough to see what it was that his friend was so desperately trying to show him. Apparently, somebody had filmed part of Nico’s set the previous evening in the bowels of the Krankhausen Klub and uploaded it to their Twitter account but not before tagging several prominent DJ’s in the same tweet. 
While the user probably hadn’t expected any of the famous musicians that he had tagged to even look at the video, never mind respond to it, the end result had been something else entirely. One of the DJs mentioned in the message, a Dutch trance icon known as Dimitri van Aanholt, had not only watched the video but shared it to his group of followers, which massively dwarfed the following of the guy who had put the video online originally. 
Judging by the popularity of the DJ’s account the video had probably now been viewed well over a million times which was mind-blowing to Nico and Lukas as they scrolled through the many comments beneath it. But the crazy part was still to come. 
A couple of hours after the video had been sent out, it was the turn of Nico’s personal Twitter account to blow up. While his follower count had grown exponentially since van Aanholt had shown his performance to a wider audience, it was the message that landed in his inbox that really made Nico realise that his life was about to change. It was a message from none other than the CEO of SkyCloud Music, a huge record label based in Amsterdam that was well known for producing a vast array of talented electronic dance producers. They wanted to meet Nico. They wanted him in Holland. And they wanted to make him as big as the legends that he had idolised growing up in his parent’s house in Berlin. 
Back in the moment, Nico continued to hold off on giving the crowd what they wanted until he could delay it no longer and finally, he allowed his hands to make the transition into his final crowd-pleasing track. 
As Afterburner blared out across the crowd, he allowed himself a moment to look up and take in the scene. 10,000 people, all with their arms in the air dancing to a song he had made on his laptop while sitting alone on a private flight back from Australia earlier that year. Even after all his success, and a lifetime of striving for it, he still found it crazy that something that he could conceive of in his mind could suddenly be out in the world and make so many people happy. 
And happy they were. He saw delirious girls sitting on the shoulders of their boyfriends and screaming wildly in his direction. He saw groups of men with their tops off, dancing with drunken abandon with the strangers beside them. And he even saw a few people in the crowd with their eyes closed, lost in their own private world of music and joy. 
His job was surely the best in the world. How many other people could say they were paid to make people happy? 
It was certainly a crazy life, and as the song that he was currently performing built towards its impossibly euphoric crescendo, Nico allowed himself a moment to think back on how mental the last few years had been for him. 
After being plucked from relative obscurity by SkyCloud Music, they had instantly begun making good on their promise to turn him into an EDM superstar. Their first course of action had been to give him a supporting role on the European Tour of Dutch House sensation Gerwen, a twenty-eight-year-old who Nico had listened to back in his school days. After opening for the popular Gerwen on his fifteen date tour around such iconic cities as Paris, London, Prague and Moscow, Nico didn’t know how life could get any better. But then he had been taken straight into the studio and instructed to begin work on his debut album, and it was there that he had been fully exposed to how amazing his new life was going to be. 
Whereas in the past he would be forced to fit his music-making around his schoolwork or later, his dead-end job in the warehouse of a toy manufacturer, this new life of his meant he had every hour of the day now available to him to produce the type of music he adored so much. 
His first track Hallo had been received well by European audiences and his second track When The Bullet Hits had even made it to number one in his home country. But it was the release of the song that he was currently playing that had led him to being here now. Afterburner had proved to be so popular that he was no longer asked to be the support act for more established DJs in Europe. He was now being asked to headline some of the biggest music festivals on the planet. 
Ultra in Miami. Tomorrowland in Belgium. And most amazingly of all, his own sold-out show at the Olympiastadion in his home city.
Life for Nico now was certainly not ordinary. 
As his last song ended and he raised his arms in the air for the final time before leaving the stage, the crowd roared their approval and chanted for more. Unfortunately, he would have to disappoint them this time. He had been limited to doing no more than a twenty-minute set, and he had already overrun by a couple of minutes. 
If it was up to him, he would have carried on playing all day, as long as the audience wanted him and as long as Milo was on hand to supply him with his trusty top-ups. But to carry on playing wouldn’t have been fair on the organisers of the festival or on the next act who was waiting patiently by the side of the stage and so Nico quit while he was ahead and walked off stage to the sound of thousands of people chanting his name. 
He gave a high five to Milo and made his way through the weaving concourse that would take him out of the festival compound and into the limousine that was waiting to whisk them both straight off to the airport for their private flight to Ibiza where Nico was scheduled to play at XPassion Nightclub later that evening. 
It would cap off a crazy week for the young DJ, who would have played in no less than eight different locations in a seven-day window. Buenos Aires. Santiago. Rio. Cancun. LA. Vegas. London. And finally, Ibiza. 
It was a ridiculous schedule, and it was one that probably couldn’t be maintained. But he was young, and he was living his dream, and so he was determined to make the most of it while it lasted. 
Nico hopped into the back seat of the limo and accepted the glass of champagne from Milo beside him. He was also joined in the back by Claire, the Senior Editor at AMI Music Magazine who had been covering him on his whirlwind tour of the world over the past week for an article she was writing for AMI’s website. He gave her a high five and laughed at how exhausted she was as he drank his champagne and looked out of the window at the next city he would soon be leaving. 
He had not seen any of the usual sights that a tourist might expect to see during their stay in the capital of England, but then again, he had seen something that not many people on the planet would ever get to witness. 
10,000 people all facing in his direction and chanting his name. 
As he downed the first glass of champagne and went to pour himself another, he wondered when this crazy rollercoaster he was on would ever come to an end. 



Claire
14:24
Claire Humphrey wasn’t cut out for this. She was a writer, not a rock star. She was comfortable in front of a computer screen, not a crowd of thousands. And she lived by a routine, not a chaotic schedule that had left her unsure which time zone she was even in anymore. 
Okay, so that last part was stretching it a little. She knew exactly where she was but only because the location was so familiar to her. She was from a small town on the southern coast of England, but she had lived in London for seven years now and was very familiar with Hyde Park. 
She had worked just across the main road from the famous park, for a small music magazine based in Marble Arch and had taken many opportunities to get out on her lunch break and have a walk in nature. 
She had sat on the grass several times eating lunch with her work colleagues near Speakers Corner, the place where historical figures such as Karl Marx and George Orwell would stand and promote free speech. She had walked around the large lake known as The Serpentine that stretched across the middle of the park several times before. She had even gone as far as Kensington Gardens on the other side and wandered amongst the various water features and statues that were dotted around the lush green landscape. She loved it here, in this sprawling piece of tranquillity in the middle of the city. 
New York had Central Park. Barcelona had Park Guell. 
And London had this. 
She enjoyed this park and had more than missed it since she had taken up her new job at a competing music magazine way across town in the more metallic and artificial area of Herons Quay in East London. But now she was back and as exhausted as she was, it felt good to be in familiar surroundings. Although from where she was standing today, it looked unlike anything that she had seen in Hyde Park before. 
Where there had once been uncluttered acres of lawn, there was now 10,000 people huddled in together. The previously unspoilt views of the lake and the high rises of Kensington behind were obscured by the roofs of food and drink stalls and the high walls that surrounded the festival borders. And a place that was usually known for its peace and serenity had made way for loud music and the screaming of the excited youngsters within. 
Of course, there was still much of the park that was unaffected by the festival but for her, standing behind the main stage amongst all the performers and the technical crews, she wasn’t seeing the benefit of being in nature. And she certainly wasn’t seeing the benefit of it being a Sunday afternoon. Instead of it being a day of rest, she was here working, although her definition of work had become more blurred as the week had gone on. 
She was at the festival in her role as Senior Editor for AMI Music Magazine, the hugely popular website that got thousands of hits a day from avid music fans eager to read articles and view videos about their favourite artists. Her speciality was in the writing side and her task for the past seven days had been to record as much as she could about the life of superstar DJ Nico Fire. A ‘behind the scenes’ insight as it were, but while she had done several of these types of assignments before as a journalist, this one had been completely out of the box. She had even done her best to turn it down and have somebody else on the team take it. 
But her manager had been clear. This was a job for the Senior Editor. So here she was, on the job. 
She heard the loud dance track on the other side of the stage and knew Nico was playing the last song of his set. That was a relief because it meant they would soon be on their way out of here and on to the last destination of the seven-day tour. 
Ibiza. 
Just the thought of it made her head spin and her stomach swirl. For someone working in the crazy world of the music industry, she wasn’t one for late nights or substance abuse or excess. She liked to keep a clear head, both for the quality of her writing and the quality of her health. 
But that had been impossible this week. She was burnt out, the clarity in her mind obscured by a pounding and unrelenting cloud. Sleep deprivation. A headache from hell. And don’t even get her started on the dehydration from a week of being made to drink either champagne or vodka until she was sick. 
Which was why she was standing here, in the backstage area of the festival instead of by the stage watching the man she was reporting on perform. In fact, even that was getting unbearable at this point, so she decided she would make her way back to the limousine that was parked amongst the trailers and the tents behind the stage and wait for Nico there.
As she walked, she passed all sorts of people. Stressed out sound engineers running cables across the grass. Bored security guards chewing gum and staring into space. Drunken groupies vomiting into plastic bins. Even a few popstars she recognised but was too tired to do anything about. 
She just needed a minute away from it all. Away from the pounding music. Away from the constant stream of alcohol. And especially away from the exuberant and unpredictable DJ whom she had been forcibly tethered to for the last week.
The assignment had sounded exciting on paper but out of control in reality. She had been tasked with accompanying Nico for a ‘week in the life’ expose, as he travelled across three continents playing shows in eight different cities. She was to observe the young musician as he managed his hectic schedule of travel and performing and also attempt to get to know another side of him that she could reveal to her website’s many readers. It had all sounded good in theory, but then again, most things do. 
Her first indication that this wasn’t a typical assignment had been when she had arrived at the airport in Buenos Aires and discovered that Nico’s manager Milo wasn’t waiting for her as previously arranged. With neither Milo nor her own manager answering their phones as she frantically called them from the arrivals lounge, she had been on the verge of tears thinking the whole thing would turn out to be a wasted effort. And that was the last thing she needed after a thirteen-and-a-half-hour flight from London to the bottom of South America. 
Thankfully, somebody had eventually arrived to collect her in the shape of a scantily clad and possibly intoxicated young German woman who was apparently part of Nico’s entourage. Claire hadn’t had much choice but to get in alongside the girl who had shouted her name across the arrivals hall and hold on to the inside of the car for dear life as she was driven across the city to the Arena where Nico was playing that night. 
Her first meeting with the electro-dance star from Berlin had been interesting, to say the least. She had encountered him sitting in a room backstage surrounded by his entourage and several plastic cups filled with several different types of alcohol. 
While Milo had been extremely welcoming and apologetic for her late arrival, which she appreciated even though it was obviously because he was wasted, Nico had barely acknowledged her as she addressed him. With his headphones in and his laptop on his knees, the young man had been in a world of his own, and she asked Milo if he even knew who she was. The manager had assured her that he did and that Nico would be conversational after the show when he was more relaxed about things. But pre-show was when the nerves kicked in, and nobody could get through to the DJ then, as he put the finishing touches to his playlist on his laptop, unless of course they were offering him a drink of something strong. 
Claire had known then that her best chances of interviewing Nico would be during the many long flights they would share together on the private plane that would take them to all the different cities in the unimaginably short space of time. But even that hadn’t gone to plan. That’s because it turned out the scenes on the planes were just as chaotic and wild as the scenes at one of his shows. 
Claire had presumed, extremely naively as it turned out, that Nico would use the gaps between shows to eat, sleep and exercise. You know, all the things that a normal human being does when they’re not working. But Nico clearly wasn’t a normal human being. 
While most people survived on a varied and balanced diet of foods, he seemed to exist entirely on takeout pizza provided before a show. Everyone knows the importance of getting between seven and eight hours of sleep a night, but Nico seemed to go a couple of days before his eyes closed and even then it was for nowhere near as long as the medical experts recommended. And his work/life balance was clearly out of sync, as evidenced by the fact that when he wasn’t performing or downing shots, he was tethered to his laptop, always working on a new song or tweaking his other existing ones. 
He was a man that had been entirely consumed by his job as a global dance icon. So much so that it had been almost impossible for Claire to figure out who he really was amongst all the champagne bottles, crowded arenas and chaotic flights.  
That hadn’t stopped her trying of course and ever the journalist, she had managed to extract a few insights from him over the course of the past week. Like the time she was walking beside him onto the stage that overlooked Copacabana Beach in Rio De Janeiro, and he told her he felt sick to his stomach before shows because he didn’t want to let anybody down. 
Like the time just after the pool party at The Wynn in Las Vegas when she had managed to get him to discuss his parents, Werner and Agnes, and how he felt pride in providing for them now and hoped it made up for the fact that he barely got to see them anymore. 
And like the time on the long flight over the Atlantic to London when in a brief and sober moment of clarity he told her he was too afraid to take a break from his crazy schedule because he thought he might not be able to find the same success when he returned. 
For all the debauchery and the excess that accompanied him, it was clear to her that he was a hard worker, a perfectionist and someone that deeply loved his family and close friends, and she was relieved to have seen those things reveal themselves over time. Overall, she had determined that he was a good kid and that his lifestyle was more a consequence of his industry rather than his personality and she would make sure to mention that in the article she would write in the coming days. But right now, the thought of writing anything was making her head spin, and so she climbed into the back of the limo and waited for Nico to arrive. 
As she rested her head against the window of the luxurious vehicle, she wondered if this was really going to be her life from now on. Traversing the globe hanging onto the coattails of famous musicians, giving up her own tamer version of life for whatever the person she was writing about wanted to do. In many ways, she longed to go back to her previous role, as a simple Content Editor, when she spent nearly all her working week in the office in London and her weekends lounging around on her sofa with a good book and a new album playing softly in the background. 
Being offered the position of Senior Editor had been a shock, and although she knew it would come with increased demands, she had severely underestimated it. But it had been impossible to turn down, both from a career point of view and from a financial one. She could always use the extra money but most of all she harboured dreams of one day writing books of her own about the music world, both fiction and non-fiction, and she knew that increasing the exposure of her name would help when it came to attracting publishers in the future. Not that she had started writing any of those books yet, but still, she was planning ahead. 
But as she started to drift into a much-needed sleep, she was acutely aware of the fact that it wasn’t supposed to be her sitting in the back of this limo right now fresh off a crazy week of touring with Nico. That job should have belonged to her former colleague Olivia Harringay, the bright and bubbly woman who had been the favourite to become Senior Editor before her mysterious disappearance just under a month ago. 
Nobody knew exactly what had happened to her except that she had left work on a Wednesday evening around the normal time to make her tube journey back to Greenwich and she hadn’t been seen since. No one in the office had heard from her nor had any of her friends that they had contacted through social media in the following weeks. 
In the end, her manager had no choice but to move on and promote somebody else to the position and Claire had been the beneficiary of that. But it didn’t feel like luck or good fortune, not when somebody was missing, presumed dead. But her body hadn’t been found yet, so there was still hope. Hope that she had just packed and left London that night. Gone travelling. Told no one. 
Ran.
Claire knew it was unlikely because Olivia loved her job and would never have left without telling anybody. And so as exhausted as she was, she felt a deep responsibility to give this job her best shot, because Olivia sure would have loved to have had the chance. 
As Nico and Milo entered the limo and woke her from her brief nap, she just hoped that one day they would find out what had happened to the kind and fun-loving girl that she used to work with who had unfortunately just disappeared off the face of the planet. 



Valentin
14:25
Valentin Morozov wasn’t the type of guy to take a long walk through a park on a sunny summer’s day. His hobbies were usually kept to the indoors, or under the veil of darkness. Certainly not out in the wide-open space of Hyde Park in bright sunlight. 
But today was different. He was different. So why not try something new?
As he made his way through the alleyway that would take him away from the luxury hotels and retail stores of Kensington and towards the more modest environment of the public park, he thought about how everything seemed more magnified now he was in his altered state of consciousness. The sky seemed bigger overhead, the grass looked greener up ahead, and most of all, he felt happier. He had been feeling this way for a few weeks now. 
More specifically, he had been feeling this way since he had killed the girl that got on at his tube stop every morning. 
For what had been months in the planning, the act itself had been over relatively quickly. But he liked to replay it all over in his mind from the start, and he would do so again as he crossed the street and made his way onto one of the many paths that cut through Hyde Park. 
Her name had been Olivia Harringay. The contents of her purse had told him that. It had been good to put a name to the face that he had seen board his train at Greenwich every morning and disembark at Herons Quay a few stops later, one stop before him. 
A name to put to the girl with the auburn hair and the summer dress. 
A name to put to his first victim. 
The fact that he knew her routine so well had made it easy to predict her movements, and it had only needed him to get off the train one stop early and follow her to find out where she worked. AMI Music apparently, which a simple Google search had revealed to be some godawful company that produced articles and videos about famous pop stars. How utterly insignificant. No one would miss her work. No doubt somebody would replace her, and the idiots of the world would rejoice again that there was still an endless stream of mind-numbing musical content being pumped out for their pleasure. 
Once he had known where she worked, all he had needed to do was play a waiting game until she re-emerged from her office and then he would follow her home. After setting up his laptop in the coffee shop across the street from AMI’s entrance, he had been able to keep one eye on her movements and one eye on his day job, which luckily, he could do from anywhere. 
Investing people’s money was his main source of income, and it had been nice to have a day out of his own office in Canary Wharf. His boss was always telling him to take more time off, but he had never found the reasons to do so before. His boss had even told him to find a hobby which had been insulting. But now he had found one. And it was much better than golf, or squash or whatever crap all his other colleagues did in their spare time. 
Murder. Now that was something worth taking time off for. 
As he strolled through the park and saw the busy outer rim of The Serpentine up ahead, he thought back to how he had spent most of that morning in the coffee shop wishing to see the girl emerge from the office opposite. It had been quite the surprise then when he had suddenly looked up from his laptop screen and realised that she was standing at the counter only metres away from him placing an order with the uniformed member of staff. 
He had tried his best not to stare at her as she received her coffee and made her way over to one of the adjacent tables where she sat down and remained for fifteen minutes. Mostly she kept her eyes on her phone, something he had seen her do every time he had watched her on his platform in the mornings. But at one point she had looked up and caught him staring at her. 
He had looked down at his laptop immediately, aware that she might recognise him from her commute but thankfully when he looked back, she had returned to her phone. A few minutes later, she had left the shop and gone back to her office, and Valentin had felt thrilled with the knowledge that he held the keys to her future in his hand. If he had just walked out of the coffee shop at that moment and gone back to his normal routine, she would have most likely lived a long and average life. But if he remained and followed her home later that day, then she would die. 
Of course, he chose the latter. 
Valentin wanted to avoid the crowds in the park and so decided against following his current path that led all the way to the lake, instead switching on to another one that would keep him on the outskirts and not far from the main road. He planned to stick close to the tube route that ran along this side of the park and would head through the underpass to Knightsbridge station where he would begin his journey through the underground back across the city and towards Greenwich. 
He could afford to take a taxi. He could even afford to buy a damn Ferrari if he wanted to. But he was going to take the train. Because he knew better than anyone that money didn’t make you happy. But taking a life? That sure did the job.  
As he walked, he smiled at the memory of how he had followed Olivia when she had finally left work at 6:30 pm that Wednesday evening in June. He had kept his distance, particularly on the train back to Greenwich where he had maintained a visual on her from the other end of the carriage. Once there, he had walked slowly behind her, hoping she was enjoying the last few moments of her life but aware that she was obviously too oblivious to know what was about to happen to her. 
The weather had been grey and humid that night, the early signs of a heavy storm moving in after a few days of good weather. But that had only helped Valentin as it ensured there were even fewer people on the streets, and fewer people who could witness what he was about to do. And the heavy atmosphere only added to the sense of the building excitement he felt as he stalked his prey.   
As he saw Olivia pass The Cutty Sark, the famous old ship that stands proudly on display in the affluent part of East London, he had worried that she wasn’t actually going home at all but was possibly going to one of the many bars and restaurants that lined the Thames. That would only have served to delay his plan further, and he had been impatient enough as it was. 
But thankfully she had walked straight past all of the public venues and carried on along the river, and he had almost begun to think she wasn’t going anywhere at all until she suddenly made a left turn towards the small block of apartments that overlooked the water. 
It had been a surprise to see that she seemed to live somewhere like that or more specifically, somewhere like him. Apartments in a place like Greenwich didn’t come cheap, and he had no idea how she could possibly afford the place, unless she owned AMI Music, which seemed unlikely. Although the prospect of that had given him a shiver of excitement as he thought about all the publicity her disappearance would generate if that was the case. 
While he wanted to remain elusive for as long as possible, he was happy for his victims to get some exposure in the media as it would only serve to build up a little hysteria about his crimes. Any publicity is good publicity, they say, even for serial killers. But there would have been no use of the word ‘serial’ in front of the word killer in his description if he only had one victim so he had known he couldn’t afford to mess up on his first attempt. 
A quick check on the area had reassured him that there were no cameras on the exterior of the building and so as Olivia had removed the key fob from her handbag and opened the door, Valentin had only one more obstacle to overcome before he could put his plan into action. 
As she entered the apartment building Valentin had removed the balaclava from his jacket pocket and pulled it over his head, a precaution should there be any cameras in the stairwell of the building. With good speed, he had managed to catch the automatic locking door that was closing behind her and gain entry to the building. 
Inside he had seen two doors leading to the ground floor apartments and could hear the footsteps of Olivia as she climbed the stairs to the first floor. Keeping himself light-footed, he had followed behind and followed her up the stairs, feeling an incredible rush of adrenaline as he had moved. 
This is what I’ve been missing he had thought as he crept closer to the woman that was about to unlock the door to her home. 
As soon as the apartment was unlocked and the door opened Valentin was behind her, smothering the sounds of her shock with one gloved hand as the other closed the door behind them. Up until then, he had thought about many different ways to kill her, but in the actual moment, there had been no time for theatrics. 
He had given her head a strong twist and broken her neck. 
As she lay still on the floor by his feet, he had listened out for anybody else on the premises. He knew it was unlikely as the apartments in that block were small, so small in fact that he had instantly dismissed the building when he had been looking to buy his own property in the area before settling for his expansive penthouse apartment not far from there. 
The silence that had followed told him he was alone. And so it was done. He had graduated from a normal member of society to a murderer. 
Just like that. 
It would have been almost anti-climactic if his entire body hadn’t been shaking at the thrill of it all.  But as he had learned from listening to hundreds of podcasts about serial killers, the thrill wasn’t just in the act of killing itself. 
It was in the act of getting away with it too. 
A happy by-product of his chosen method of murder meant that there was no blood from the victim to clear up. Much later, as he improved and refined his hobby, there would be blood. 
Lots of blood. 
But as a starting point, this would do. All he needed to do was remove her body from the apartment and put it somewhere it would never be found. Because if there was one thing that he had learned from the podcasts, it was this: 
If you don’t have a body, you don’t have a murder case. 
Just a missing person. And nothing gets people talking more than a missing person. 
Just wait until there’s several more of them.
The large red suitcase in Olivia’s wardrobe had done the trick, easily fitting her small, fragile and now extremely limp body into its insides. There had even been room for her handbag. With the woman safely packed away for her holiday that would never end, he had taken one last look at the small apartment before exiting and heading for the staircase. 
Wheeling the heavy suitcase behind him, he had noted that there were no cameras in the place at all. It was hardly surprising as from what Valentin knew about property, and it was a lot just like everything else, the people that built blocks like this only did it for the profit margins. They always ensured to put purchase and rental prices as high as possible, and they always ensured to skim on anything they deemed unnecessary. CCTV cameras? Too expensive. But that extra window offering the great view that would add £10,000 to the property price? Yes please.  
Valentin surprised himself by smiling at a passing member of the public as he continued through the park on the way to the train station. He was a much happier man ever since his rather extreme life choice; there was no doubt about it. He only wished he could share how he felt with other people. Maybe then he would enjoy their company more. 
He was on this side of the city because he had been forced to accept the invitation of a wealthy Qatari businessman to join him for a fine dining experience on the top floor of the five-star hotel he owned in Kensington. 
Valentin had smiled politely through the eight courses of lavish food and wine that had been put on for him even though he actually despised middle eastern cuisine and he had clapped in pretence at the dancing women that had performed for them while they smoked cigars on the sofa beds that overlooked Hyde Park. But really all he had wanted to do was cut the bullshit and tell his client that he had found something truly amazing and it was something no amount of money could buy. It was the feeling of taking another person’s life and getting away with it. 
But of course, he couldn’t say that. Instead, he had to make do with shaking the Qatari’s hand and thanking him for the £1million bonus he was being given as a present for improving the value of his investment portfolio so much over the last twelve months before heading home, back to his penthouse flat where he had chopped up Olivia’s body. 
As Valentin slipped out of the park and towards the entrance to Knightsbridge tube station, he thought about how good it felt to be in the fresh air. He also thought about how Olivia would never experience such a simple pleasure again. Her body was sitting at the bottom of the Thames now, weighed down and decomposing more and more with each passing day. 
But like any aspiring serial killer, he couldn’t afford to dwell on the past. Soon it would be time for a second victim, and a different method of death. Preferably one with more blood this time. 
He would also have to be more careful than the first time. He’d taken risks with Olivia, but he was a rookie. He was learning. He would improve, he had no choice but to if he wanted to avoid prison. 
Which of course he did.  
Because after all, he was only just getting started. 



April
14:26
April Adams looked up at the overcast sky above her and wondered if it would be the last thing she would ever see. She was on her back, sprawled across the grass and sucking in air as best she could. If she was to stay like this for a few more minutes, then maybe she would be able to survive. But she didn’t have that luxury. She knew that time waited for no one, especially unfit, hungover girls on Sunday afternoons. 
“Prisoner seventeen, on your feet, now!”
April knew the command was directed at her and that she would have to stand up quickly or risk being thrown into lockdown. That was not somewhere she could afford to be, so she had no choice but to get moving. 
With all the grace of a dying land mammal, she hauled herself unsteadily to her feet and looked her tormentor in the eye. He stared right back at her, not fazed in the slightest. April knew she looked terrible right now. She also knew things would get worse before they got better. 
“Well done, seventeen. You’re not as useless as you look.”
April bit her tongue. She wanted to punch this guy so hard. But that would only leave her with a broken hand if she even got that close. The guy barking orders at her had possibly shared a cell with some of the most dangerous criminals in the country. If that was the case, then she was pretty sure he would have been able to handle her coming at him. 
“Fifteen star jumps, let’s go.” 
April groaned and heard someone behind her do exactly the same. At least she wasn’t in this alone she thought as she started to leap up and down on the spot, her tired arms flailing around above her sweaty head. 
She was surrounded by fellow prisoners, who just like her had been stripped of their names and identities and reduced to mere numbers on a checklist. The last half an hour had been brutal, which was supposed to be a reflection of just how brutal prison life was. 
They say if you can’t do the time, then you shouldn’t do the crime and there was a lot of truth in that although April hadn’t quite been aware of how much of a crime she was committing when she had made the decision that had led to her being here today. 
Prisoner 17, or April Adams as she was known outside of this crazy little gang jumping up and down in a corner of Hyde Park, was no criminal. But for one hour every Sunday afternoon, she was paying good money to be treated like one. 
This was just the latest in a long line of hare-brained schemes she had come up with in a desperate attempt to gain some semblance of fitness before she turned thirty in a couple of months’ time. The gym hadn’t worked, mainly because she had hardly set foot inside one for weeks. The Pilates classes hadn’t worked, mainly because her body was about as flexible as a rigor mortis riddled corpse. And the private personal training sessions she had been paying for hadn’t worked, mainly because attending them had put her on a path towards only one of two possible outcomes, bankruptcy or death. 
So now here she was star jumping her way through the next thing that promised to get her into the best shape of her life. 
Public workouts - prison style. 
“Good work, prisoner eight. Get your hands up, prisoner twelve.” 
April looked to her left at where Prisoner 12 was located and saw that this prisoner was an obese bald guy in his fifties who was struggling to get his hands higher above his head. She felt sorry for him as she returned her concentration to her own star jump technique. He was almost double her age, so however rough she was feeling he must be having it twice as bad. 
“That’s fifteen. Take a five-minute break, prisoners.”
Those words were like music to the ears of the twenty-one sweat-drenched people wearing bright orange t-shirts who all quickly collapsed to the floor or hurried over to their belongings where the bottles of water and energy bars were waiting. 
April chose to do the latter, along with her best friend and fellow companion in personal torture, Katie, and as they headed over to where their bags lay on the grass, they gave each other a look that confirmed this had been a bad idea.
“What the actual fuck are we doing?” Katie finally asked when the oxygen levels in her lungs had returned to a more natural level. 
April burst out laughing, the adrenaline coursing through her body causing her to find the comment even funnier than she would normally. 
“This is crazy,” she said as they reached their belongings and scooped up their flasks of water. “If this is what prison is like, then I think I’ll pass.” 
Katie smiled then poured half the contents of her flask over her sweaty hair.
“At least the guard is cute,” she mused as the cool water ran down her red face and dripped onto the grass below her. 
That was true April thought as she looked over at the man running the session, who was about twenty yards away from them. He hadn’t heard what they had said, mainly because he was too busy shouting abuse at someone who looked like they were trying to be sick. 
“Yeah, he’s really cute for an absolute psycho,” April replied, before pouring the last of her flask’s contents down her parched throat. 
“He’s not a psycho. He’s just a bit over the top,” Katie replied as she sat down on the grass and stretched her tired legs out in front of her. “It’s our fault, really. We should have known what we were getting ourselves in for.” 
That was true April thought as she collapsed down beside her friend and lay her head against the side of her gym bag. When she had heard about the exercise classes being run by ex-convicts every weekend in Hyde Park, she had been intrigued enough to put hers and Katie’s name down for a ‘four-week stretch’. 
In normal speak that meant four sessions of one-hour classes every Sunday in which they would be put through their paces by one of the several criminals turned exercise instructors that were part of this unusual business venture. 
The company was called Reformed, and it was the brainchild of a guy called Kelvin Maguire who had started the company after he had left prison at the end of his eight-year sentence for drugs and firearms possession. 
While inside Kelvin had wanted to find a way to keep reasonably fit but with his freedom restricted, he had been forced into getting creative with his workouts. Using only the space he had in his prison cell, he would run through a series of daily exercises using only his bodyweight for resistance and had quickly discovered how beneficial such workouts could be. 
After leaving prison in the best shape of his life, despite not lifting a dumbbell or setting foot on a treadmill during his time there, he had sought legal employment only to discover not many people were keen on hiring an employee with his chequered past. 
It was then that he had decided to use his passion for fitness as a way of generating income. Reformed was the result - a fitness company where all the workouts consisted of the type of exercises Kelvin had done while he was locked up. 
It wasn’t an entirely unique concept, but in this modern world where many people wanted more than just a standard hour in the gym, he had found a niche that he could explore to great profit. Within two years the company had grown from him teaching a couple of interested friends to having eight employees and over one-hundred people signed up to their various classes all over London. 
Kelvin had hired a few people with genuine personal training experience to help run the sessions, but he had also kept a few spaces for those people like him, ex-criminals that struggled to find honest employment after being released. 
April had seen an advert on Facebook asking for sign-ups to the next round of classes, and after learning the history behind the business, she had gone on to sign herself and Katie up for the next intake. This was now their first session of four spread over the next month of Sundays, and it had certainly been different if nothing else. 
Upon arrival, each participant had been given an orange prison-style t-shirt which bore their prisoner ID number as well as the crime they were supposedly in for. April had been tagged as Prisoner 17, a convicted gun smuggler but it was her friend Katie’s conviction that had made her laugh the most. She was Prisoner 16 and was apparently serving her sentence for indecent exposure. The girls had found it particularly amusing because if there was one crime that they could actually be accused of committing in real life, then it was that one. In fact, it was probably a miracle they hadn’t already been locked up for it in all the time they had known each other, given the amount of crazy drunken nights they had shared over the years. 
The workout itself was made up of several exercises that could all be done using your bodyweight alone. That meant things like sit-ups, press-ups, planks, squats and of course the deadly star jumps, and the exercises were performed in circuits, meaning they were completed one after the other with no break in between. 
It had seemed like it would be non-stop intensity for the full sixty minutes before the instructor had mercifully just given them all that precious five-minute break a couple of moments ago. April was determined to use every one of those minutes to recharge her body’s depleted energy reserves, and she snuggled her head down deeper against the side of her backpack in order to do so. 
In hindsight, it hadn’t been a wise choice for her and Katie to spend the evening before their first class today downing several large gin and tonics in their local pub. While the actions that led to them being here weren’t criminal, their decision to try and get through an intense exercise regime with a raging hangover certainly was. Therefore, this mini-break in the middle of the class was much needed, and April intended on using every single second of it.
“Okay prisoners, back to work!”
The instructor clapped his hands, causing Aprils eyes to shoot open.
There was no way that was five minutes she thought, and she checked the Fitbit on her wrist to confirm it. She saw that it had in fact only been two minutes, so she looked around to see if anybody else seemed to be aware of this. But apparently, no one was because they were all just pulling themselves off the floor and dragging their tired bodies back to the starting position. Even Katie was amongst them, but April wasn’t ready to give in so easily. 
“Hey, that wasn’t five minutes!” she shouted to her friend as she walked away to re-join the group.
“Yeah well I guess that’s prison life,” Katie said solemnly. 
If she was a prisoner, then her will had already been broken. But April’s hadn’t. At least not yet anyway.
“He said five minutes. We’ve got three minutes left!” she shouted after her friend who was now several feet away from her. 
The increase in the volume of her voice was enough for the instructor to hear her and make him aware that at least one person in the group was not obeying his orders.
“You got a problem prisoner seventeen?” he barked at her in his menacing style. 
April suddenly felt the eyes of everyone in the group on her. It would have been easier for her to say nothing and just fall in line along with the rest of the class, but whether it was the fatigue, the hangover or the natural rebelliousness of a prisoner who had had enough of being ordered around, something made her decide to raise her issue with him.
“That wasn’t five minutes,” she said, a little too confidently considering she wasn’t in charge here.
“Are you questioning me?” the fitness trainer/prison guard asked back.
“No I-” 
“Are you the boss here?”
“No I’m not but-”
“Are you disobeying an order?” 
She thought about her answer as everyone stared at her, including Katie, who was doing her best not to laugh at her friend.
“No I’m not disobeying an order” she finally replied. 
“Good because if you are then I will have no choice but to put you in lockdown” he snapped at her before striding back to his well-worn spot on the grass and preparing to begin the next circuit of exercises. 
April knew not to say anything more because she didn’t want to end up in lockdown. Lockdown was what happened to somebody who failed to follow the instructor’s orders. If you were put in lockdown it meant you couldn’t participate in the rest of the class, nor could you attend the following one. 
While this didn’t exactly sound like a punishment at first the fact that everyone here had paid good money to be in the four week-program meant that they would essentially be losing their deposits if they were barred from half of it. April had wasted enough money over the past few months, and she definitely couldn’t afford to waste anymore, so she fell back in with the group, much to the instructor’s satisfaction. 
“There you go seventeen, that wasn’t so hard now was it.”
April forced an exaggerated smile back at him then rolled her eyes at her friend beside her. It was tough, but they couldn’t say they hadn’t known what they were getting themselves in for. All the instructors that gave these classes were playing the role of a prison guard, and they were expected to keep up that role for the duration of the session. Today’s instructor had certainly been no exception. 
He had introduced himself as Dominic from South London, and April and Katie had initially been impressed with his confidence and physique. But those feelings had quickly passed once he had begun the class and put them through their own personal form of hell. It wasn’t clear if Dominic was an ex-convict himself or just a normal trainer who had applied for a job with this company because he enjoyed the role-playing prison guard aspect of the position. But whoever he was, he took his job seriously. Now he was asking for twenty press-ups to start the next circuit and April had never hated someone as much of him. 
As she dropped to the grass and did her best to perform the required exercise, she could hear the music coming from the festival on the other side of the park. She would have much preferred to have been over there, dancing with the crowds and having a good time as opposed to the torture she was enduring over here, but at least she could hear the music and the current song being performed was providing her with some much-needed motivation for her workout. It was a famous dance track by a popular DJ that her and Katie had seen while they had been out in Ibiza two weeks ago and as she continued to raise and lower her exhausted body to the orders of the prison guard she smiled briefly at all the memories they had made partying on the White Isle during that glorious seven days in early July. 
She had thought that glorious week in the sun would have been her last holiday this year, but then she hadn’t planned on meeting a new guy on Tinder and getting into a steady relationship with him at the start of summer. 
His name was Joe, and things were so going so well between them in the short month since they had first met that not only were they exclusive with each other already, but they were talking about taking a little holiday together before summer was over. Nothing too serious, just a short city break for a long weekend. She didn’t want to rush things, after all. But all signs were pointing to the fact that perhaps finally, at the age of twenty-nine, she had met a good guy and her days of disastrous dates and hopeless one-night stands were over. 
But now that she had the guy, she knew she had to keep him, and in her mind, that meant getting in better shape. And so she carried on working out under the instruction of Dominic, extremely tired, but somehow refusing to give up.  
Prisoner 17 would never be broken. 
Not today. 
Not ever. 



Louise
14:27
Louise Robertson wasn’t going to stop running. Not until she reached the tall tree with the low hanging branches. That had been her target when she had entered the park, so she had to keep going until she made it. Forcing herself to bring her knees up higher, she pushed on through the pain and increased her speed, figuring the sooner she got there, the sooner it was all over with. 
Until the run back at least. 
She barely even noticed the couple walking their Labrador as she raced past them and zeroed in on the tree. Not far to go now. Ten metres. Five metres. 
Three. 
Two. 
One. 
Louise bent over with her hands on her knees and tried to take in as much oxygen as she could. In a moment, she would feel pride when she checked her phone and saw the time that she had made it here in, but first she had to make sure she would still be alive to do so. 
Deep breath. 
In. Out. 
In. Out.
Finally, her lungs seemed to be recovering from the stress she had just put them under, and she felt her body returning to something that resembled normality. As it did, she checked the time on her mobile phone that was strapped to her arm and saw that she had completed the first half of today’s run in 22 minutes and 18 seconds. That was over one minute quicker than yesterday’s time and a full nine minutes faster than the very first time she had recorded herself three weeks ago. She was improving. Slowly but surely. 
She was getting fitter. 
She finally allowed herself to stop bending and return to her full height, putting her hands on her hips and looking around the park. It was another busy day here, with plenty of fellow joggers about, running amongst the dog walkers and the couples enjoying picnics and the children playing with balls. There was even a festival going on over on the far side of the park and Louise thought about how the younger version of herself would have probably been in there now, drinking and dancing without a care in the world. But the older version of her, the twenty-seven-year-old version she was right now, could only reminisce about what it had been like to be young and carefree. It seemed like an eternity since she had been lucky enough to have complete serenity and peace of mind. 
But in reality, it was only five months. 
Five months since the night she was raped by her ex-boyfriend.
Five months since Joe Swan changed her forever. 
But she didn’t want to dwell on that. Nor did she want to dwell on the fact that she still hadn’t reported it to anybody. Not a family member, not a friend, and not anybody in the police. That was why she had taken up running, so she could clear her mind and be free of her past. It was too early to say whether it had worked yet. But she was certainly doing her best to throw herself into the new distraction. 
She had made the decision to take up running after realising alcohol and junk food was only making her feel worse about her past, not better. She figured that if she was to get fitter, then it would give her a better chance of controlling her negative thought patterns and silencing the voice that kept telling her she couldn’t move on until she told somebody. 
Healthy body, healthy mind, and all that.
But she had also known that her first method of dealing with the pain had to stop because it was leading her down a self-destructive path instead of a productive one. Stealing from strangers on the tube had been her strange and illegal first reaction to what Joe had done to her, and while it had succeeded in taking her mind off of her feelings some of the time, she knew it couldn’t go on and it was only a matter of time before she got caught. Even though she had gotten away with the thefts so far, she knew she was hurting other people by taking their possessions and that there was no justification for what she was doing, no matter how she spun it in her mind. 
Therefore, the stealing had stopped and after spending some time online googling various fitness crazes that promised to ‘change your life’ she had zeroed in on the next and healthier alternative to keep herself occupied. Running. Or more specifically, long-distance running. 
The internet was full of forums on the sport, all home to people that had written about how much training for and completing a marathon had changed their lives. Some people said it had cured their depression. Others said it had made them more focused in all areas of life, not just health. Some people even said it made them feel invincible. 
Invincible. 
That had been the word that had stuck in Louise’s mind when she had read it. She wanted to feel like that. Because what Joe had done to her had felt her feeling the opposite of that. 
Vulnerable. Anxious. Weak. 
If there was anything that she could do to reverse those feelings and take back control of her life naturally, a way that didn’t involve victim impact statements and court cases and testimony’s under oath, then she was all for it.  Anything that meant she didn’t have to see Joe again and relive that night when he had been on top of her against her wishes. 
So long-distance running it was. But she knew that throwing herself straight into training for a marathon would be madness. She needed to build up her stamina first which would take time, mainly because the last proper run she had been on was in her final year of secondary school when her PE teacher had timed the class running around the forest near her school. That had been the last time she had made her body get anywhere near its top speed. But even that hadn’t lasted long, and she had spent the second half of the run just walking through the forest with a couple of her friends, only breaking into a jog again when their teacher came back into view. 
It was safe to say that when it came to long-distance running, she was a complete novice. 
Luckily the internet was full of information about the best ways to build into it. Training blocks. Advice on correct footwear and nutrition. How to handle the inevitable injuries that would come from pounding your joints on concrete on a daily basis. It had all been a little overwhelming when she had first started reading up on it, and it definitely wasn’t as simple as just putting one foot in front of the other and moving forward. 
She had started with what was called ‘A Baseline Run’, which was the run that would help her determine her current level of stamina and be the platform on which all subsequent activity would be based on. Needless to say, Louise’s baseline run had been pretty poor. 
She had managed to go two miles in half an hour. While she had been impressed by the distance covered, she had been shocked to see how it compared to more advanced runners, one of which she was aiming to become. Although she knew she wouldn’t be troubling the times put up by elite marathon runners who could complete a mile in four-five minutes, she knew that to be competitive she would need to get her time down to between seven and eight minutes which was half of her current rate. But now she had a target she knew she would do it. Because she was competitive, and she wasn’t just in competition with the other runners of the world. 
She was in competition with herself. 
Her mind was her opponent, and she knew that if she was to defeat it and take back control of her life, she would push her body harder than ever before in pursuit of continuous improvement. 
With her breathing back under control, she started to feel a little better at the prospect of the second leg of her run back to her flat in Kilburn. Thanks to the technology on her mobile phone she knew that the distance between Hyde Park and her front doorstep was 2.3 miles. Getting here in twenty-two minutes told her she was running a mile in around eleven minutes. 
It was an improvement since she started. 
She was now halfway to the kind of times that she wanted to be posting. 
It had only been a few weeks, but already she was beginning to see why people could become obsessed with running. It was so measured. There were so many markers to keep you on track. As the miles increased and the minutes went down the motivation levels of the runner soared. Trying to beat your personal best time or your ‘PB’ as it was known in athletic circles, was the main aim of the game. And that was now Louise’s aim in life. Beat her PB. Because all the time she was trying to do that she wasn’t thinking about anything else. 
As she began walking again, ensuring her legs didn’t stiffen up before the run she still had to complete, she wondered how many other people in the world were doing the same thing as her. How many other people became consumed and addicted to something in order to leave behind their past and make it impossible to drown in the seas of their negative emotions?
Perhaps those business owners who demand constant profits, despite already having more money than they could possibly ever hope to spend. Maybe those musicians locked away in studios, relentlessly going over the same part of a song, despite already having legions of fans that would buy anything they put out, no matter the quality. Possibly those highflying politicians, already in key positions but seeking to go further, chasing more power even if it’s at the detriment of all else. 
Society often viewed these people as just high achievers, highly motivated and self-driven and from the outside maybe that’s all it seemed to be. But who knew what was really driving them on the inside? What were the real reasons for their relentless pursuit of perfection? Was it really just a strong work ethic? Or were they trying to escape something in their past, putting as much success and achievement between them and something lurking in the shadows of their history? 
After all, it wasn’t just runners that could run from things. 
Louise was well aware of why she was throwing herself whole-heartedly into her new pursuit. She wasn’t lying to herself by pretending that she was doing it for health reasons or to tick a marathon off her bucket list. She knew exactly what was fuelling her now. 
Running from her past. Running from the uncertainty of the present. Running towards what was hopefully a brighter future. 
Though she was clear of her intentions internally, she would have to dress them up differently when it came to disclosing them externally. Her friends would want to know what she was up to. Why she seemed to be losing weight. Why all she ever talked about now was LSD’s, which stood for long slow distance of course, and not the drug that gives the user hallucinations. 
They would question where this sudden passion for fitness had come from. They would look at her like she was crazy when she told them she was signing up to run marathons. And she would just have to smile and say she wanted to get fit. Wanted to see if she could really do it. Wanted to push herself while she was still young. 
It would be lying but they wouldn’t know. Just like they didn’t know what had happened to her with Joe. They just thought he was another ex-boyfriend, consigned to the dustbin of the past with all the others. Never to be mentioned again. They didn’t know the truth. Only two people in the world knew that. And both of them were doing their best to ignore it. 
As she started running again, she couldn’t help but think about how Joe had been dealing with the past five months, since that cold night in February when he had forced himself on her and refused to move until he was done. She knew the whole reason she was running was so she didn’t think about him, but she couldn’t help herself right now. She thought that maybe she wasn’t running fast enough, so she picked up the pace, to see if that made the memory of him recede into the background of her mind. But it didn’t. 
What was he doing now? How was he living with the knowledge of what he had done to her? Was he just as tormented as she was? 
As she moved down the path back towards the main road, she was almost sprinting now. Her eyes were on the park gates up ahead. Laser focus. Nothing holding her back. She was going to move past this time in her life. She had everything she needed to do so. A new hobby. A healthy body. The healthy mind part would come in time. 
It was all about looking forward now. Past the park gate and into the future. Things would get better. Eventually she would feel like dating. The odds of her meeting someone like Joe again were small. Lightning didn’t strike twice. 
She would eventually get married. Have children. Life would be full of such wonderful things that the one night in her past when she was violated would just feel like a bad dream. And the memory of bad dreams faded with time.  
As she reached the gate and burst back onto the pavement of the main road that she would cut across on her way back to Kilburn, she felt the euphoria that people who do intense exercise get. It was the release of endorphins, and they would be her new drug of choice. A natural high. Capable of blocking out all stresses and negative emotions. 
All she had to do was keep running. 



Chester
14:28
Chester Winstringham loved nothing more than a walk in the park with his pet poodle Rafferty. It was precisely this reason why he had invested in the eight million pound townhouse that overlooked the largest area of green space in London. Getting outside to stretch his ageing legs every day was always a pleasure when he had Hyde Park on his doorstep. 
He looked down at the tiny grey dog pootling along the footpath beside him and smiled. Rafferty was his pride and joy and easily the best thing he had ever purchased for himself. 
He was a Miniature, grey in colour and had cost him just shy of a thousand pounds when he had bought him from a poodle farm in Kent. Training him had been a doddle which was something the seller had assured him it would be. Poodles were intelligent creatures, and Chester had seen plenty of examples of that since bringing him into his home. The fact that the dog didn’t shed much hair and was extremely mild-mannered around other canines only added to his charm. 
Sure, it was expensive keeping him well-groomed, but it was a cost he would never consider skimping on. Rafferty, like his owner, had expensive taste when it came to his personal appearance, but you couldn’t put a price on being presentable, and the pair of them together were certainly that. But most of all you couldn’t put a price on loyalty and Rafferty was the most loyal dog a man could ever wish for. 
It was loyalty that Chester had been looking for when he made the decision to buy himself a dog six months ago. After being left broken-hearted once again by a member of the human population, it had been time to devote some of his affection to a species that was less likely to throw it back in his face. After all, dogs didn’t talk, but they also didn’t have affairs with your friends.
The breakup with Winston had been a traumatic time for Chester, coming as it did so soon after the death of his beloved father, Chester Winstringham Senior. The loss of his dear old dad had come as a shock to him, even though the man was well into his nineties. It wasn’t just the affection that he missed from the man who raised him, it was the knowledge that there was at least one other person out there who was just like him. 
The Winstringham men, while rich and powerful in certain social circles, were also well known for their eccentricity and it always made it easier to be yourself when you knew there were two of you out there. Now he was alone, Chester Winstringham II didn’t feel quite so confident in behaving in the same way as he had done for most of his life. 
He felt a gentle tug on the lead he was holding and looked down to see little Rafferty making a mischief on the concrete path. This was by far the worst part of owning an animal, and Chester quickly glanced around the park to see if anybody had seen what his pet poodle had just done. Thankfully it seemed like the coast was clear, so he gave a small tug on the lead and pulled Rafferty away from the mess without cleaning it up. He was far too posh to pick up. 
As they continued with their walk, Chester’s thoughts once again drifted back to the time of the breakup with Winston and how it had left him feeling. It wasn’t the fact that the relationship had ended that had resulted in him feeling so hollow inside. After all, he had been almost thirty years older than his partner and had known at some point that he was likely to lose his boyfriend to a younger man. It was the fact that he had lost him to such a dear friend, one also in his seventies, that had hurt him so much. 
Tatterley Wilson had been a part of his social circle for almost fifty years and he and Chester had shared many a happy memory together. From fox hunting on country estates to sipping champagne at royal weddings, they had spent numerous enjoyable times together, and while they had drifted apart somewhat in their later years, Chester had still considered the old man to be his friend. Or at least he had right up until the moment Winston had informed Chester that he was leaving him to move into Tatterley’s manor. 
Quite how Winston and Tatterley had first met had eluded Chester so far but, somehow, they had and that had been the beginning of quite the affair it seemed. Watching Winston pack up his belongings and move out of the home they shared had been gut-wrenching for Chester and it had only served to grow the void he was already experiencing in his life from the loss of his father. It was a void that had remained unfilled right up until the day he had brought Rafferty into his world. A dog really was a man’s best friend and when you were as old as Chester was, still having a best friend around was a bonus. 
He glanced across the lush green grass to the eastern side of the park where a large white fence had been erected to enclose the music festival that was underway in the grounds. He could hear the loud music being performed on stage just above the sounds of a screaming frenzied audience and he was glad he wasn’t any closer to the fence than he already was. 
If there was a downside to Hyde Park, it was this. At certain times of the year, this tranquil retreat in the city was invaded by loud, garish events that left him with no choice but to keep his afternoon strolls to a minimum. In the summer, it was music events like this one, where drum kits, wailing singers and screaming youngsters drowned out the sound of nature in full bloom. It was difficult to hear the birds singing in the trees when all you could hear was the sounds of some drug-riddled pop star singing out their hits. 
In the colder seasons, it was the neon-infused monstrosity known as Winter Wonderland that spoilt the park for locals like him. As the trees shed their leaves and the animals began to retreat into hibernation, rollercoasters and food stalls sprung up ready to take their place. Nothing could ruin a midwinter walk quite like an army of sugar-addicted children descending on the park against the backdrop of Christmas songs and panicking parents. 
When these events finally left the park, they did so having made a huge mess of the landscape and by the time the fresh green shoots of grass had begun to regrow in the mud baths that had been left behind it was usually time for the next event to start. But at least these things only took up a portion of the park and not the whole place. Chester would stick to his side and leave the younger generation to theirs. All he really needed was a bit of fresh air and Rafferty walking by his heels, and everything would be alright. 
He had thought about getting a ball to throw for the dog during their walks together but hadn’t yet gotten around to purchasing one as he wasn’t sure if it was the kind of thing Rafferty would be into. He saw other dog owners throwing objects for their pets, and they always seemed to be having a good time, but he liked to think he and Rafferty didn’t need silly games to enjoy each other’s company. It was nice to just walk together. 
Besides, Rafferty was so small that Chester daren’t let him off the leash for fear of a bigger dog going for him. Usually, when he saw a larger animal coming their way, he would pick his poodle up and carry him in his arms, just to make sure no harm would come to him. The thought of anything happening to Rafferty, after the year he had experienced already, didn’t bear thinking about. But most of the dogs that frequented this park were gentle in nature, and Chester even recognised a few of them from previous visits. 
He could see Freddie the chocolate Labrador pottering around by one of the trees across the field while his owners James and Sally stood hand in hand a little further back. He could see Tiffany, the golden retriever bounding after a tennis ball that had been thrown by her owner, who was also called Tiffany. He looked around for any sign of Dexter, the little black pug who was so often here at this time on a Sunday, trotting along one of the many paths by the feet of his owner, Jonathan, but he couldn’t see him anywhere, which was a shame. Jonathan was quite good looking after all. 
One of the best things about being a dog owner, Chester had discovered, was getting to know other dog owners during your walks. There was something very soothing about greeting a fellow dog walker and engaging in a couple of minutes of chit chat before moving on with your day. He believed there was even a phrase for it that he had overheard somewhere. Apparently, it was called “dogging”. It was a funny name, Chester thought, but it made sense. Dog owners greeting each other while walking their dogs. Yes, I love a bit of dogging Chester thought to himself as he waved to James and Sally across the park. 
He reached the end of the footpath and was just about to turn back when he noticed the homeless woman lying across the bench several feet away. Chester tutted and shook his head. He had seen the woman here before and had even reported her to the police but what he couldn’t understand was why nothing ever seemed to be done to move her on. He could put up with the festivals in the summer, and he could even put up with the Christmas theme park in winter but what he couldn’t stand was seeing his beloved green space being infiltrated by deadbeat wasters and their alcoholic ways. 
Of course, he knew it was an easy opinion for him to have, coming from the privileged background that he did, but still, if he was in that woman’s position in life the last thing he would be doing would be lying across a park bench in the middle of the day. He would be out job hunting and trying to turn his life around. This was London after all, a city of wealth and power. As far as he was concerned, anybody living in this city who couldn’t see the opportunities staring them right in the face didn’t deserve to be here. 
He turned his back to the homeless person and walked away along the path that would lead him towards the front door of his expensive home when he suddenly heard shouting over his shoulder. He turned around and saw it was the homeless woman, who was now sitting up on the bench and waving at him. He couldn’t make out what she was saying from this distance though, and frankly, he wouldn’t have cared to hear it even if he could, so he turned his back again and continued on his way. It was only the fact that Rafferty remained rigid in his place that caused him to stop again. 
“Come on now Rafferty,” he said to his little companion. But Rafferty just stared ahead and growled. Chester presumed his dog’s unease was being caused by the shouts of the woman, which were continuing across the park, and so he pulled again on the lead. Reluctantly Rafferty followed his master’s command but continued to look behind him. 
Chester sighed and thought about what the rest of the day had in store for him. His first task when he got back home would be to give Rafferty his meal. After that, the afternoon was his. I might catch up on some reading he thought to himself. Yes, sitting in his armchair with a good book while Rafferty was asleep on the rug by his feet sounded absolutely perfect. 
The next thing Chester knew he was lying on the ground howling in agony. Something, or someone, had slammed into him from behind and knocked him to the concrete floor and the slightest movement on his part was met by a searing pain down his left hand side. He’d broken his hip once before and judging by the sensation running through his body, he’d just broken it again. 
He gave up on trying to move and lay on his back, gritting his teeth and waiting for somebody to arrive to help him. But then he heard the struggle nearby and turned his head to see what all the noise was about, and it was at that moment that he saw the huge grey Doberman tearing into the flesh of his tiny Miniature poodle.
Chester shouted at the dog to get off his own, but it was no good. He tried to reach across and pull the larger dog away, but the pain in his broken bones prevented him from getting close enough to help. He was powerless to stop the savagery unfolding just yards away from him. 
The tears rolled down the cheeks of the elderly man on the floor as the sounds of his distressed poodle grew in volume beside him, and by the time the Doberman’s owner had pulled their dog off the smaller one, Raffety and Chester were both as silent as each other. 



Sharah
14:29
Sharah Powell didn’t understand how she always seemed to get lumbered with other people’s jobs. Like today, for instance. Here she was walking somebody else’s dog while the owner was off enjoying themselves on this lovely Sunday afternoon. She didn’t own a dog. She barely owned the things she did have. So why was it that she was the one holding the lead and carrying poo bags for when the dog felt like leaving something on the grass. 
“NO RUSTY!” 
She pulled hard on the lead that was attached to the grey Doberman, but of course, it didn’t move much. The dog was a lot stronger than her, and it had obviously seen something on the grass that it wanted to get closer to so that’s what it would do. As she allowed Rusty to take her over to the place that he wanted to go to, she wondered who was really doing the walking here. Her, the thirty-eight-year-old skinny woman that was barely 5ft or him, the five-year-old muscular dog that almost came up to her waist in height? 
She would admit it would have looked pretty odd to the other people in the park to see such a slight woman walking such an intimidating dog, and she had been reluctant herself to take on the task. But her ex-boyfriend Dazza could be very persuasive, and he had made it sound like walking Rusty would be a piece of cake. Maybe it was for him, all 6’4 and muscle, but for her, it was fast becoming a very difficult task indeed. 
Rusty was pulling her all over the place, and she was beginning to think her taking him out today had been a mistake. Even though Rusty knew her from the years she had spent in a relationship with Dazza, he was still a difficult dog to control at times. So that’s why she had made the decision to cut the walk short and head back to Dazza’s flat in Notting Hill.
She didn’t want to keep Rusty out too long because although she wasn’t scared of him, she was aware of the strength he possessed and the last thing she needed was him going after another dog. Or getting away from her and running away altogether. 
That would be the worst. 
Dazza had bought Rusty just before he had met her, but she had instantly seen how much the man loved his dog as their relationship grew. Dazza never went on holidays because he refused to put Rusty in a kennel. Nights out where kept to a minimum because he didn’t want to leave Rusty at home for too long. And even all his profile pictures on social media were of him and Rusty together. 
They say dogs are an extension of their owners, and Sharah could see how that thinking applied to her ex and his dog. Dazza was an imposing figure, the result of countless hours in the gym bulking up his frame. His home was full of protein powders, and that was just a fraction of what he put into his body. She suspected steroid use but had never voiced her concerns with him. What he did to his body was up to him. And besides, it had been his impressive physique that had attracted her to him in the first place. 
But he was a big man, and so it seemed logical that he would end up buying such a big dog. And Rusty was huge. Just like his owner, he was also a little intimidating. Sharah remembered the first time she laid eyes on him when she had been invited to Dazza’s house for a romantic meal. He had told her he owned a dog over text message and even warned her that he would take some getting used to. Rusty, he had said, took a while to trust other people but once you got to know him, he was just a big softie who loved nothing more than lying on the floor and having his belly rubbed. 
Sharah hadn’t been too concerned when she heard this. She was a dog person having grown up with several herself, although not ones quite on the size and scale of this one. But she had come to learn that Dazza was a quiet, gentle soul beneath his bold, brash exterior and so she figured that his pet would be the same. 
When she had arrived at Dazza’s flat for the first time and rang the buzzer, she had heard the dog immediately, barking loudly from the other side of the door and sounding like he was going to break through. Dazza had opened the door with one hand while keeping the other one firmly around the collar of his dog and Sharah had squeezed her way into the home making sure she kept a good distance between her and the agitated animal. 
It had taken a good ten minutes, but eventually, Dazza had been able to let go of Rusty and allow the dog to take a closer look at the new woman in his home. This had been a little intimidating for Sharah as the large dog had stared her down and even leapt up at her a couple of times, almost knocking her off her feet. But finally, the big dog had settled, and over the next four years, the three of them had been one happy family. 
Sharah missed those times as she pulled again on Rusty’s lead and tried to get him away from whatever it was he was sniffing at in the long grass by the tree. This time the dog responded, and she was able to carry on with her walk. 
“Good boy,” she said as she watched him move beside her back onto the path. 
It had been two months since Dazza had ended things with her, breaking her heart by telling her that he had feelings for somebody else. It been out of the blue, and out of character for the man she loved, and despite her pleas to work at it, he had asked for her to move out of his flat. After many tears and cross words, she had done just that, saying goodbye to the man she adored, as well the dog she had come to love just as much. 
Dazza had been right in what he had told her all those years earlier. Rusty was a big softie, and his favourite thing was to have his belly rubbed as he lay on the floor. As Sharah had carried her bags out of the flat and taken one last look at the both of them, she had never expected to see either of them again. Until this morning when she had received a text message from Dazza asking her for a favour. 
Hey you. Sorry to message but I got no one else to ask. My boss wants to take me out this afternoon as a thank you for my work, but I need someone to look after Rusty. Is there any chance you could come and be with him?
That had been the message that had woken her up this morning at 8 am, and when she had seen who it was from, she had almost fallen out of bed. Even though two months had passed since they had gone their separate ways, she was still in love with him and held out hope that he would one day want her back in his life. Now here he was asking her for a favour. A favour that would mean she would get to be back in his home, back in his life and back with the dog that he loved over anything else. But she had known that she had to play it cool before giving her response and so she had replied with the short but succinct message:
Hey. Why don’t you ask whatever her name is to look after Rusty instead?
She knew the message would come across as a little bitchy. It was, but it also did two other things. It showed that she wasn’t just going to jump at the first sign of contact from him and also would answer the question of why he couldn’t ask the new woman in his life. 
Was he still with her? If not, great. If so, then wasn’t she trusted with Rusty?  
She had waited impatiently for his reply to come through to her phone, but when it had, she had smiled wider than she had done in months. 
It didn’t work out with her. She didn’t like Rusty. And he didn’t like her. 
Sharah smiled at the thought of that text message again as she continued walking Rusty through the park back the way they had originally come. The mystery woman was off the scene. Whoever she was she was gone. There would have been no chance of it going anywhere if she hadn’t got on with Rusty. The dog was Dazza’s life, and any partner of his would have to understand that. 
Sharah had understood it from the first time she had seen the two of them together. The way Dazza’s face lit up when Rusty ran to him. The way they spent countless nights curled up on the sofa together, falling asleep in front of the TV. The way Dazza used Rusty as a barometer to judge new people when he met them. 
Rusty had liked Sharah. He hadn’t liked this new woman. 
What a good boy. 
She leaned down and patted the dog’s ribcage as they walked, and the dog looked up at her with his dark black eyes. Yes, he looked a little scary if you didn’t know him, but if you did then you knew that there was nothing but love behind those eyes. 
As Sharah switched Rusty’s lead between her hands, she thought about what today could potentially mean for her and Dazza. Now that the broken bridges of communication had been repaired maybe there was a chance their relationship could be repaired too. Once she had heard the new woman was off the scene, she had been happy to do this favour for him today. She had missed him greatly and missed Rusty almost as much. Her coming to his rescue today was a good sign. He had been in urgent need of somebody to help, and he had asked her. There weren’t many people in the world that he trusted to take care of his beloved dog, but she was one of them. That spoke volumes to her, and surely it did to him too. 
But she wouldn’t force the issue. She wouldn’t bring up their relationship or hint at rekindling their romance. She would let things take their natural course. If he asked her for a favour and she was available, then she would help. If after one of those times he offered her a drink to say thank you, then she would accept. If they were to finish their drinks and head upstairs to the bedroom, then so be it. Life was unpredictable. She had never expected him to end things with her just like she had never expected to hear from him today. Whatever happened in the future would happen, and she wouldn’t try to meddle with things in the meantime. 
But there was no doubting that things seemed a lot more promising for her today than they had done for a long time. After being made to leave Dazza’s flat after the break-up, she had no choice but to return to her mum and dad’s home where she had stayed in the spare room for the last two months. 
It was never fun going backwards in life and losing your independence, but she had been lucky to have such good parents that had welcomed her back in and given her somewhere to stay until she got her life back on track again. Because there was no doubt her life had been turned upside down. 
She had fully expected to be with Dazza forever. Not forever in the sense of marriage, as neither of them were into the idea of that but forever as in getting old and not needing anybody else.  She would have been more than happy to live in that flat with Dazza and Rusty for the rest of her days. Although of course, Rusty wouldn’t have lived as long as them. But then they would get a new dog, not a replacement, just another special animal to give and receive love and make their home a happier place. Unless Dazza didn’t want a new dog after Rusty had gone. He might have been too distraught at the loss of his best friend. 
Sharah had sometimes worried about the prospect of what it would do to her man when Rusty eventually did pass away like all pets unfortunately do. She knew he would feel the loss as strongly as if it was a real person that had been taken from him. Perhaps even more strongly, because dogs were often better than humans. There were no arguments with dogs. No betrayals. No acts of envy or revenge or spite. Dogs just gave love and wanted love. They didn’t break up with people suddenly because they’d found somebody else.
Sharah looked back down at Rusty walking alongside her and admired how the sun made the fur on his back look shiny and clean. He was a beautiful dog; she knew that now, even if it hadn’t been apparent at first. And despite his size, he was well behaved. Sometimes he ignored her commands but all in all he was a good dog. He was –
“RUSTY!”
Sharah felt the lead slip from her hands as the Doberman raced away from her across the grass. 
“RUSTY! GET BACK HERE!” she shouted after him, but the dog was well away from her now and still sprinting at full pace. 
“RUSTY!”
She looked ahead to where the dog was going and saw an elderly man walking a small poodle. The poodle had noticed the approaching Doberman, but its owner hadn’t and still had his back turned to the impending chaos that was about to unfold. 
“RUSTY! STOP!”
Sharah took off across the grass herself, knowing it was impossible for her to catch the dog now but hoping that she would at least be able to get to him in time to stop him mauling the poodle and giving its poor owner a heart attack. 
But then she saw Rusty crash into the back of the old man’s legs, and she knew things were going to end badly now. 
For the old man lying on the floor in agony. 
For the small defenceless dog currently being mauled. 
For the big dog who would likely be put down by the authorities after he had left his trail of devastation behind. 
And for her, who now would have no chance of winning back the man she loved after she had let all these horrible things happen on what should have been just a simple afternoon in the park. 



Izzy
14:30
Izzy Barton was used to being ignored by the people around her. That was just one of the many things that sucked about being homeless. People avoided eye contact with you. They pretended not to hear your voice when you asked for money. They even tried to avoid listening to you when you were trying to help them. 
That’s all she had been trying to do when she had seen the Doberman racing across the grass towards the old man and his small poodle. She had seen what was about to happen, and she had done her best to warn him. She had shouted at him, tried to get his attention, tried to help him before his dog was savaged by the bigger one. But of course, he hadn’t listened. Because nobody ever listened to the homeless person in the park. 
But now the old man was on the floor, howling in agony and his poodle was not moving, most likely dead. There was blood around the Doberman’s mouth, and it was still trying to get to the poodle despite its owner doing her best to pull it away. It was a harrowing scene and would require the services of the paramedics as well as the police. But it would be a while before they turned up and assistance was required urgently so with that in mind, she got up off the bench she had sleeping on all day and ran over to the scene.
She arrived at the same time as another member of the public did, a tall man who was thankfully strong enough to help the woman battling to control the raging Doberman. With that taken care of Izzy knelt down beside the stricken old man lying on the ground. 
“Hi sir, can you hear me?” she asked him, trying to assess his injuries as he continued to cry out in pain. 
“Rafferty! Where’s Rafferty?” the man said, his voice trembling and his eyes wet with tears. 
Izzy presumed that Rafferty was the name of the poodle that was lying still on the grass nearby but from the way the injured man was positioned he wasn’t able to get a good view on him.
“Rafferty’s here. Don’t worry about him,” she replied, thankful at that moment that he wasn’t able to see the condition his poor dog was in.  
“Is he okay?” the man asked, clearly more concerned about any damage done to his poodle than to himself. 
Now Izzy knew that Rafferty wasn’t okay, but she obviously couldn’t tell him that in case it made his condition any worse so she had no choice but to do what anybody else would do in that situation. 
“Rafferty is fine. Somebody is looking after him. What’s your name?” 
The old man winced again as he tried to move, and Izzy was careful not to touch him until she knew which part of his body was injured. 
“What does it matter what my name is?” the man said in a huff before letting out a cry of agony that told him he really should stop trying to get up off the ground. 
Izzy looked over to where the other helpful member of the public had managed to tie the Doberman’s lead around a tree, keeping the agitated dog in place while nearby the woman that had been walking him was in tears at the turn of events. 
The dog would have to be put down, Izzy thought; there was no doubt about that. But that wasn’t for her to worry about. She needed to keep this elderly gentleman from going into shock before the ambulance arrived. 
“HAS ANYBODY CALLED 999?” she shouted at the group of people that had gathered around the scene to mainly gawk and gossip. 
She was relieved to see one of the group take their mobile phone out and make the call. She would have done it herself, but she didn’t own a phone. She didn’t own anything except the clothes on her back. Not like all the other people in the park that had phones and property and cars. She used to have all that. But that was a long time ago.
“Okay, help is on the way. I just need you to keep talking to me until then,” she said calmly to the old man that had suddenly gone quiet. 
“What happened?” he asked her, the irritation and resolve that he had shown when she first got to him fading from his voice and being replaced by a meek, delicate tone. 
“You had a fall. But you’re going to be fine. I just need you to keep still.”
The old man was finally listening to her now. Or maybe he was just finally listening to his broken body. Whichever it was she was relieved that he wasn’t trying to get up anymore. 
“It would really help if you told me your name?” she enquired again. 
“Chester,” came the feeble reply and she noticed that the old man’s eyes were beginning to close. 
“Okay, Chester. Well, it’s very nice to meet you. Can you tell me where it hurts?”
Chester grimaced again before pointing to his left hip. 
“Okay thank you, Chester. Just try and keep as still as you can until the ambulance arrives, okay?”
Chester nodded. His shock and anger at what had happened had now made way for a quiet acceptance, and Izzy was glad that he was doing what she told him to do now. 
As she checked the pulse on his wrist and detected that it was steady, she thought about how good it felt to be back doing what she was good at. It had been almost two years since she had last worked as a nurse and she had missed it. She was a caring soul at heart and always at her best when she was helping to look after somebody that needed it. She didn’t know if she would ever be able to work as a nurse again in the future, but if not, then at least she had been given the opportunity to help this man today. That was one positive that had come out of her being on that bench in Hyde Park. Hell knows there weren’t any others. 
Izzy wasn’t looking for sympathy from anyone. She knew she only had herself to blame for her situation. She had been a registered nurse at London Royal hospital with her own flat in Pimlico and a wardrobe full of nice clothes and accessories. Not bad for a twenty-five-year-old. But now she was twenty-seven, she had lost it all, and the only thing she could lay claim to was that bench every afternoon, unless the police moved her on, which they always did in the end. 
There had been many spots she had occupied in the twenty-four months she had been living on the streets. The disused storefront in Victoria had been the first one. With plenty of foot traffic there she had been able to get enough money every day for food and drink and sometimes even a proper bed for the night in a hostel. But then somebody had bought the shop and kicked her off the doorstep. 
She had tried a few more spots around Victoria, but the police seemed to patrol that area too regularly, so, in the end, she had decided to walk further on, to a nearby area that would be a little quieter but still have enough people that could afford to give her money when they saw her. 
Mayfair. 
Known as one of the most affluent areas in Central London and mainly made up of offices and trendy wine bars, she had found that around there she was less likely to get disturbed by the police. There were fewer people passing her by now as she sat on the pavement and asked for help, but those that did stop were usually kinder and had more money to give. Because it was quieter than Victoria, she was able to sleep easier than before, often taking to one of the small parks dotted around the area for some rest during the less busy times of the day. She had grown to like the area and had become familiar with several people that worked in the offices that surrounded her. People like Tommy, the friendly banker who always made time to chat with her on a Friday afternoon and give her a tenner to get something good to eat. And Paula, the lovely woman that worked at the Bentley showroom in Berkley Square, who said hi to her every morning and sometimes brought her a cup of coffee before her shift began. 
Despite Mayfair being a prestigious area, she hadn’t yet had any trouble from the police and had become quite settled with her routine and her area. She had even developed a cheeky request to the pedestrians that walked past her on a daily basis. Instead of asking for any change, or anything that they could possibly spare, she asked for something a little bolder. 
“Have you got twenty five thousand pounds?” she would ask the people passing by. 
More often than not, her question would raise a smile from the person that had heard it. Sometimes they would even laugh, and many times they would stop and say that while they didn’t have that much money to give her, they did have something smaller they could spare. 
Over time Izzy had become a regular face in the area and recognised many others that frequented Mayfair on a daily basis. She was known as the friendly homeless girl with the unique and humorous request, and for somebody that didn’t have a fixed address, she felt quite at home in the area. 
The only time she left Mayfair was on the weekends when the closed offices meant there was hardly anybody passing through. Then she would cross the busy road and head into Hyde Park where she would set up camp on a bench and spend the end of the week sleeping and asking for money from the joggers and dog walkers that passed her by, which was what she had been doing today until the dreadful incident right in front of her. 
“How are we doing Chester?” she asked the man again, knowing it was important to keep him talking and not let him drift off into an unconscious state. 
“I’ve been better,” the man replied quietly, and Izzy smiled, aware that a sense of humour was a good sign from a patient and meant that although they were undoubtedly suffering, they still had the presence of mind to converse. 
“I’m sure you have but don’t worry, we’ll have you up and about in no time,” she told him, before feeling a pang of regret about her use of the word ‘we’. 
That sentence had been something she had often said to her patients when she was caring for them in their beds at the hospital. She said “we” to refer to the large team of medical staff that she was a part of and took pride in being united with. But she wasn’t a part of that team anymore. She was no longer employed by the hospital, or by anyone. She was a nurse only in the past tense. 
No job. No fixed address. No name that anybody was aware of apart from her. But again, she couldn’t feel too sorry for herself, because it was her own mistakes that had led her here. 
She could have blamed it on the fact that she had never known her parents. She could have blamed it on the lack of a good friendship group outside of work. She could have blamed it on the long hours in the hospital and the stresses and strains of the NHS. She could even have blamed it on the crappy English weather getting her down. But she knew the truth. 
She had started taking the pills because they made her feel good. She had taken them because she had access to them and didn’t need a prescription to get them. She had done it to forget about her tainted childhood and to forget about all the patients that she hadn’t been able to save. But really, she had done it because she liked it. 
The highs. The numbness. The thrill of getting away with it. 
Until she had been caught and fired from her job. 
She had been stealing medication from the hospital for over six months when she had finally slipped up and made a mistake at work. Her daily dose of Diazepam and Amitriptyline, two medications used to treat depression and anxiety, had left her unable to work as professionally as she had done before. 
Her shaking hands had struggled to inject patients. Her drowsy manner and slurred words had led to accusations of drunkenness on the job. And a search of her locker in the staff room had led to the discovery of all the stolen medication from the pharmacy in her hospital wing. 
After losing her job and being barred from working in the medical sector again, she had hit rock bottom and unable to get any more pills, had numbed her aching mind with whatever medication she could find on the shelves of her local supermarket. 
While the effects of Paracetamol and Ibuprofen were nothing like what she had experienced with the stronger pills she had been on, the effects from the bottles of wine and spirits she had started drinking certainly were. 
Instead of job hunting, she had stayed in her flat consuming alcohol until her bank account hit zero and her landlord had no choice but to remove her from the premises. She hadn’t even cared at the time. The substance abuse had changed her. Things that had always seemed so important didn’t seem to matter anymore. Making money and paying bills were pointless pursuits. Having a roof above your head was nice but ultimately unnecessary. She could get everything she needed on the streets. Enough quiet hours to get some sleep. Enough small change to buy a sandwich. Enough donated clothes to stay warm in the winter. 
Plus, she wasn’t drinking or taking pills anymore now she had no money or access to them. If anything, she was healthier now than she had been in years. She didn’t want any sympathy. She was happy to carry on with her new life. Asking for twenty five thousand pounds from the bankers and lawyers of Mayfair and getting a few small coins in return. Accepting the kind gifts from the friendly people she had gotten to know since her time sitting on the pavement outside their office. 
And helping this elderly gentleman stay calm until the ambulance arrived. 
Once she was sure he was okay and taken care of, then she would go back to her bench in the park where she would remain until sunset or until the police moved her on. From there, she would go back to the doorway of the library across the street where she would sleep until the morning. Then she would wake up and find another piece of pavement to sit on. 
Because life didn’t need to be complicated. 
For her now, life was as simple as that. 



Dominic
14:31
Dominic Saliki couldn’t help thinking about how much his life had changed in the past year. Twelve months ago, he was doing time at her Majesty’s pleasure, which was the strange English term to describe being in prison, but now he was standing in the middle of a park as a free man. But if that wasn’t surreal enough then the fact that he was halfway through a session where he was pretending to be one of the prison guards that had kept him locked away for so many years certainly was. 
“Prisoner eight! Why are you wasting my time?” he shouted to the bewildered middle-aged woman in the orange T-shirt as she struggled to complete the latest round of press-ups. 
“If you can’t do the time, then why did you do the crime?” he barked as the group of similarly dressed people in front of him all performed their exercises with varying degrees of success. 
If only Alan could see him now. 
Alan was the guard that had been in charge of the wing where he and his fellow inmates had been located in Belmarsh Prison in south-east London. Alan was a typical old school cockney geezer. He spoke in short bursts and rarely smiled. He had no time for fools which was strange because he was working in a place full of them. But he was tough and strict and somehow, he had been able to keep control of a dozen criminals that all hated him and would have most likely harmed him if they had the chance. 
Dominic had been one of those in that category. He had hated Alan ever since the first time they had met when Dominic had been sentenced to four years in prison and was being processed before entering the new cell that would hold him for his duration inside. At the time, Dominic had been a cocksure twenty-two-year-old, who listened to nobody and did whatever the hell he liked. But that had all changed the moment he had met Alan. Because Alan didn’t take shit from anybody. 
“On your feet prisoners, now!” Dominic bellowed to the fitness hungry people that had amazingly paid money to be talked to like this. 
It was funny that there was a market for this. People actually wanted to pay to pretend to be in prison. They were giving up time and money to try and experience some of what he himself had been through for real. But of course, this was nothing like a real prison. Being shouted at by a fitness instructor pretending to be a prison guard while jumping up and down in the middle of Hyde Park before going home to their cosy homes and their fully stocked fridges was not the real prison experience. 
Nobody would pay money for that. 
The nights inside prison were the worst, when you were back in your cell, and the doors had been locked, and the lights turned out. That’s when you had time to think about what you had done and what you were going to do in the future. 
Both of those things weren’t great. The reason for the four-year sentence that had been handed down to him by a judge wearing one of those stupid wigs was the same reason that most of his other friends and family members had been locked up.
Drugs. 
Buying. Selling. Using. Distributing. Where he had grown up, drugs were as much a part of everyday life as bread and milk. In fact, it would have been more unusual if he hadn’t got involved in the trade. The estate he was raised on in south London was notorious for its gang culture and crime records and he had merely been following in the footsteps of those who had gone before him when he had started selling illegal substances in his teens. 
He had started off with the obvious one. Cannabis. But there wasn’t much money in that because everyone in his area was selling it and so he had been looking for something more profitable and exclusive. That had been the reason he had ended up in the home of Liam McKenzie, or “Shoots” as he was known on the estate. 
Shoots was the same age as Dominic, but that was where the similarities ended. While Dominic had spent most of his young life dealing low-end gear to the other kids on his block Shoots had been working at a whole other level. He was the man you saw when you wanted a hit of something stronger. He was the man you went to when you needed cocaine. 
Dominic didn’t know the guy particularly well when he first met him, but he was well aware of his reputation. He even knew how he had gotten his nickname. The story went that several years earlier, when Liam was just fifteen, he had stolen a handgun from the home of his stepfather and taken it onto the street to show off to his friends. A worried mother had called the police, and when they arrived on the estate, the crowd that had gathered around Shoots had quickly dispersed. But somewhere along the way, two shots had been fired in the direction of the officers. 
While no one had been hit it had obviously caused a great commotion for the police and they had called for back-up before putting the whole estate into lockdown while they searched for the culprit. But Liam had already got outside the borders of the police lockdown and had been able to get rid of the weapon before they could search him. Nobody knows what he did with the gun, but with no physical evidence linking him to the shooting he had gotten away with it. From then on, everyone on the estate had known about him. People would say “stay away from him, he shoots”. And thus, the nickname was born. 
Dominic had known all of that the night he had gone to Shoot’s flat on the opposite side of his estate and asked to meet him. But he wasn’t there to buy cocaine. He was there to help sell it. 
Shoots hadn’t been interested until Dominic had told him that he knew of at least a dozen people in his football team that wanted to buy it. Dominic promised to be the middle-man for Shoots, taking all the risk by carrying the drugs and bringing the cash he made back to him. All he asked for was a cut of the profits. After some persuading Shoots had agreed, but only because he said he knew who Dominic’s sister was and if the man was to disappear with his drugs, then his sister would disappear too. But Dominic had no intention of ripping off the more successful man. He just wanted to be like him and make money like him. Going into business with Shoots was going to be his stepping-stone to a better life. 
“Prisoner fourteen, what the hell are you doing?” 
Dominic stepped towards the sixty-year-old man who really had no business putting himself through a boot camp run by a former drug dealer. These white people are crazy, he thought as he helped the man get back to his feet before he had a heart attack. 
“Take five, grandpa. Before I have to call your grandkids and get them to come and pick you up.” 
A few of the other people in the group laughed, and Dominic smiled, before realising that he had broken character. So much for the stern prison guard. But he couldn’t help it. He found it difficult to be that negative, angry person anymore. Because now he was free, he was a much happier person. But then he remembered the person that had employed him and why he was here in the first place. He was supposed to be role-playing.
“What are you laughing at?” he shouted at the rows of sweaty people in orange t-shirts standing around on the grass in front of him. “You think it’s funny. Let’s see how funny it is when you’ve done fifty jumping jacks.”
Everybody groaned but did as they were told. This kind of power was quite addictive, he thought as he watched them all jump up and down in the air. No wonder Alan used to be on his back all day about the tiniest little things. Nothing corrupts more than power. 
Or money. 
While Dominic was getting paid a modest wage to be one of the full-time instructors for Reformed, the prison-style boot camp company set up by a former convict like him, it was nothing compared to the money he had been making while working with Shoots. 
After earning the drug dealers trust by returning to him with a healthy profit on the gear he had sold to his social circle, Shoots had started to give him more opportunities. The business was expanding, and Shoots needed a guy to help out in Brixton. The fact that the guy Dominic was replacing had been sent to prison after being caught in possession of Class A drugs wasn’t enough to put him off accepting the job offer and soon he had been making more money than he knew what to do with. 
Of course, Shoots still made the most, he was the boss after all, but Dominic had been happy with his place in the organisation. Making the step up from cheap weed to expensive blow had been good to him. And it had continued to be good to him right up until the moment he had sold some of that expensive blow to an undercover police officer. 
After been given a four-year sentence at the age of twenty-two for possession with intent to supply, Dominic had been at a crossroads. He knew prison life would be tough and that there were two possible outcomes for him when he was released. He could embrace the life of a criminal, make some valuable contacts on the inside and return to the streets a more experienced, prepared drug dealer. Or he could learn from his mistakes, keep himself to himself until his release and then get a normal job and become a fully functioning member of society. 
The fact that he was now working as a fitness instructor for a company called Reformed told you which road he had chosen to go down. But it most likely wouldn’t have ended up this way if not for the prison guard who had been so hard on him during his time behind bars. 
The guard he knew only as Alan had been a real ball-buster from day one of his sentence. He had seemed to treat Dominic more harshly than the other inmates, so much so in fact that the prisoner had begun to think it was simply down to the colour of his skin. But before he was able to make any kind of report about potential racism amongst the prison guards, he saw a different side to Alan. 
About five months into his sentence a fight had broken out amongst several prisoners in the canteen, and while Dominic hadn’t been involved, he had been a witness to the chaos that was unfolding in the bowels of Belmarsh. Somehow one of the prisoners had managed to get a blade inside and had used it to stab a rival prisoner several times in the abdomen. With the young man bleeding out on the floor and all hell breaking loose around him, Dominic had been shocked to see Alan risking his own life to enter the room and try to help the wounded man. 
As the other prison guards stayed back behind the security gates waiting for help to arrive, Alan had knelt beside the stricken inmate and did his best to save him from his inevitable fate. The wounds were too severe, and the man bled out on the floor where he lay, but Dominic saw how Alan held the dying man’s hand right up until his last breath, despite the risk to his own life by doing so. 
Ever since then, Dominic realised what Alan was really doing when he was giving him a hard time. He wasn’t taking advantage of his position of authority. He was trying to help Dominic by making him see how futile a life of crime was, and that going straight in the outside world, no matter how boring and financially dour it may be, was always better than being locked up inside with all your liberties taken away. 
And so as the years went by Dominic and Alan developed a mutual respect and when it came to the day of his release, he was surprised when Alan took him to one side and told him his own backstory. His son had spent time in prison for car theft, but when he got out, he had told his dad how easy being an inmate had been and how all the guards were soft. Once out of prison, his son had quickly returned to his criminal ways, again stealing a car. It was while joyriding through the streets of South London, being pursued by several police cars, that he ploughed straight into the side of another car, killing himself and severely injuring the woman in the other vehicle. The reason Alan was so tough on the inmates was because he didn’t want them to think being in prison was a holiday camp like his son had felt. And the reason he had been especially hard on Dominic over all the others was because he reminded him very much of the son that he had lost all those years ago. 
With that story in mind, Dominic had vowed to keep on the straight and narrow, and to this day he had done exactly that. It hadn’t been easy, particularly when he had first got out and found that having a criminal record like his wasn’t helpful when it came to obtaining gainful employment. The temptation to return to his old estate and fall back in with the usual crowds had been strong, but he had kept Alan’s experience in mind and avoided anything that could land him in trouble again. 
When he discovered the website for Reformed and read all about the kind of work that they were doing, he knew it might just be his opportunity to make something better out of his life. And that’s how it had been. Now he was a fully certified personal trainer working full time and was the person giving out the orders instead of taking them. There was no way he was ever going back inside now. 
And as for Shoots? He didn’t know what had happened to him, but he seriously doubted his story had turned out as well as his own. 



Liam
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Liam ‘Shoots’ McKenzie was back doing what he did best. Selling drugs and making money. 
Everyone had a talent. Some people could play a musical instrument. Some people were good with numbers. And some people could run a business distributing narcotics to a greedy group of customers. The latter was Liam’s talent, and it felt good to be back at it again. 
He had only been out of prison for two weeks, but after serving a five year stretch in Wormwood Scrubs, he hadn’t wasted any time slipping back into his old ways. He had lost all the money from his previous business, and he would have to start from scratch again, but that was no problem. He was a go-getter and now he was going to go and get that money. Instead of cocaine, this time it was ecstasy. But it didn’t matter which Class A drug he was selling, it just mattered that the price was still high, and the profits were still good. 
And on today’s evidence, they were.   
He’d arrived at the music festival in Hyde Park carrying two-hundred pills, and he’d already sold over one-hundred and fifty. At £10 a pill he was now carrying over £1500, and he still had almost another £500 to make. Not bad for a Sunday afternoons work. Especially when he had been able to get the pills himself for only £2 each. The profit he would make today would go a long way to re-establishing his business and most importantly, his reputation on his estate. Five years away meant other drug dealers had come out into the open to try and stake a claim on his territory.  They all wanted to be the heir to his throne. But there was no chance of that. He was the king. He was the guy they called ‘Shoots’. 
And when he shoots, he shoots to kill. 
Selling drugs to the youngsters in Hyde Park had been easy. A literal walk in the park. Because this was a ‘pop up’ festival, meaning it was a one-off site, set up and dismantled in one day, there had been plenty of weaknesses in the premise’s security. 
Most outdoor festivals were much bigger events than this and with more size came more security. More police. More sniffer dogs. More stringent checks on entry. And definitely better barriers put around the perimeter. But he had been able to sneak right in here today by crawling underneath one of the many fences around the festival that weren’t installed correctly. There shouldn’t have been gaps underneath, but there were, and there was no doubt he wasn’t the only one in here that had gotten in this way. 
There were only supposed to be 10,000 people in here in total, but he reckoned it was closer to 12,000. But that wasn’t his concern. He was here to make money, not do the security guards job for them. 
He moved amongst the large crowd of festival-goers and looked for his next sale. Before prison, he had let others do the selling, which meant they took all the risk just to deliver him all the profits. But now he was out, he was having to start from the ground up, and that meant doing the dirty work himself. Sure, there was some risk, but there were risks with leaving your home every morning and crossing the road. No risk, no reward. And the heavy feeling he felt from all the cash in the inside of his jacket pocket told him there had been definite rewards today. 
He saw two girls in their twenties laughing and drinking from their plastic cups as they swayed to the music and he made his move. 
“You girls got a light?” he asked them, raising his voice and holding up the cigarette in his left hand. 
“No, sorry!” one of the girls shouted back, keeping her eyes on the stage where a band were performing. 
“Fancy something stronger than that?” he asked, nodding to their cups full of cider. 
Both girls looked away from the stage at the short guy with the shaven head beside them. Then they looked at each other. 
“What you got?” they finally asked him after non-verbally agreeing with each other that they were up for some fun. 
“E,” Liam answered. “Tenner a pill.”
Now he was the one keeping his eyes on the stage as he spoke. 
The girls dipped into their pockets while Liam made a quick check for the presence of security guards nearby. There were none. He was well sheltered by the crowd.
He felt the £20 note go into his right hand and he instantly slipped it inside his black jacket before removing two pills from the packet in his pocket and handing them over just as discreetly as they had paid him. 
“Have a good one ladies,” he said as he walked away, leaving the two girls to bump their plastic cups together and use the liquid inside to wash down their pills. 
Liam did the same thing again to a group of three guys in their late teens before reaching the outer edge of the festival where the food and drink stalls were doing their business. He looked at one of the guys behind the counter of a hot dog stand and couldn’t figure out why the hell someone would give up their time to do a job like that for minimum wage. It was pathetic and to him, it lacked ambition, and almost made him angry. But it wasn’t his problem. He was getting paid plenty today, and it was nothing less than he deserved. 
Money made the world go round, and he was making enough to keep his world turning for a little longer. But that was only one of the benefits of being a drug dealer. There were others. Like the sense of power that it gave you. There was nothing like being in control of your own destiny. And the woman that money and power got him, they were great too. But most of all, it was the business that he was in charge of that gave him the greatest satisfaction. 
Once he got back on his feet, he would get back to employing people again. His own team of dealers, out on every street corner of the estate and around key locations in South London, making him money while he was at home getting to know all their girlfriends a little better. 
Being a boss of a large and profitable organisation, that’s what it was all about. And to think his parents and his schoolteachers had told him he would never amount to anything. When he was running at full capacity, he was making more in one month than they made in a year. That’s how it had been before he went to prison and that’s how it would be again now that he was out.
But being on the inside hadn’t been a complete waste of time. Far from it. Being locked up with fellow businessmen like himself had allowed for the opportunity to network and make relationships that would serve him on the outside.
Like today, for instance. The guy who had got him the pills was the nephew of one of the guys on his wing inside. The man was serving a ten year stretch for armed robbery, but he had been good enough to pass on the name and contact details for his family member in the drugs game. As soon as Liam had got out, he had made contact with him and with the good reference his fellow inmate had already provided it had meant it had been no trouble getting set up and back in the business world. And business was already booming which was good because with this side of things taken care of it would give him time to take action on the other thing that had kept him busy while on the inside:
Plotting his revenge on the man that had put him away. 
Five years was a long time to wait to see someone again, but Liam knew the pain he would inflict on the police informant would be over a lot quicker than that when he got his hands on him. 
It had been a typical autumn night on the estate all those years ago, and Liam had been sitting in his flat on the tenth floor of the twenty-four-floor block where he ran his operation. His team of street dealers were out working, and he was enjoying the company of Tasha, a girl he often hooked up with from time to time. High on weed and Hennessey, he had been completely unprepared for the moment the drugs squad had raided his flat and found him in possession of enough cocaine to put him away for a long time. 
But it was the confession from one of his own dealers that made the conviction a slam-dunk, and it turned out it was the same dealer that had tipped off the police about Liam’s whereabouts that night. The fact that the tipster was also the boyfriend of Tasha, the girl Liam had been in bed with at the same time the pigs had kicked down his door probably wasn’t a coincidence either. 
The dealer in question was a skinny little twerp by the name of Aaron ‘Denim’ Maxwell, and he had been part of Liam’s crew for two years. He had the nickname due to the type of clothing material he was most often seen in. Denim had been a solid worker over the years, dependable, if not a little stupid, but Liam had never been given any reason to worry that he would be the one to bring his empire crashing down. 
Denim had been picked up by the police again that day, but it was no different to the other three times he had been arrested. What made the fourth time unique was the fact that the police had also discovered that Denim’s mother, Christine, was illegally claiming benefits. They told him that unless he gave up the name of his boss, they would bring the full force of the law down on his mum which would mean serious prison time for her and her fifty-one-year-old arthritic back. But a name would buy her a reprieve. And so, Denim, ever the good son, had got his mother off scot-free by dropping Liam right in it. 
When Liam had been released a fortnight ago, he had presumed Denim would have done a runner from the estate in fear of his life, but surprisingly he had stayed around. Denim’s mum’s health was deteriorating now, and he had remained on the estate to take care of her, which was good news for his dear old mum but bad news for him. That’s because Liam would be able to get to him easily now. And get to him he would. Just as soon as he was back in business and today was the start of him doing just that. 
He sold another two pills to a couple of girls that must have used fake IDs to get in because they were definitely not eighteen then continued on through the crowd. He kept an eye out for security as he moved, but even if they saw him, he doubted they would give him much trouble. The type of guards working on events like this were the ‘Rent-a-body’ type, the kind that worked for basic security companies and were just hired out to different places every day. Shopping malls, sporting events, pop up festivals, they were just literally there to tick a box that said the event was secure. If any trouble broke out or any illegal activity was discovered there was nothing they would do. They weren’t trained for such things, and even if they were, they wouldn’t risk their lives to step in for the meagre wage they were getting paid. 
He still had to keep his wits about him as he went around the festival and made his sales, but he felt reasonably assured that even if he did get caught, there was nobody here that would have the power to do anything much about it other than to throw him out. 
Unless he ended up selling to an undercover cop. 
That was the only real danger for him today, but he had been careful to stick to his own set of rules to avoid risking such a fate. He wasn’t selling to anybody that looked like they were on their own, or anybody that looked too old to be here. He was sticking to the obviously young people in the crowd, the people that were clearly way too young to be police officers. Most of the people in here weren’t even old enough to be at a music festival, never mind be fully employed by the Metropolitan Police so as long as he stuck to the young faces in the crowd, he would be golden. 
Plus, there was the fact that this was a relatively small festival on the landscape of British summertime. The undercover police would be out in force at events like Glastonbury or Reading and Leeds but not here, for what was basically a pop concert sponsored by some radio company for a load of teenagers that liked shitty music and got drunk off one beer. 
As he made another quick sale, he found it amusing how all his customers today were happy to hand over their money and take the pills he had given them without any real idea what was in them. Just because he said that it was ecstasy, it didn’t mean it was. That was what he had been told by the guy who had sold the pills to him, but he could have been saying anything. For all Liam knew he was selling real high-quality substances that gave the user a euphoric high and a day they would never forget. Or he was selling nothing more than duds, pills that were no more potent than a dose of vitamin tablets or some pain relief medication. 
He could be ‘skudding’, which meant he was selling fakes, pills that wouldn’t actually give the user anything other than maybe a mild placebo effect. But that wasn’t his concern. Nor was it his concern if the pills were made up of less desirable ingredients like rat poison, which had been known to occur often. Those type of pills could have serious consequences for whoever took them. 
But that was part of the fun and the risk for these kids he thought as he sold another batch of six pills to three guys that wanted two each. They loved the thrill of doing something wrong. They craved the highs of whatever they put into their bodies. And they just wanted to be part of the crowd that were doing the same thing as them. 
Liam didn’t care. He wasn’t the one putting this stuff into his body. He was just the one making good profits from it. And long may it continue.  
Seller’s delight. Buyers beware. 
If it’s making money, then why should I care? 



Jagdeep
14:33
Jagdeep Akhtar was lost in the music and the energy of the crowd. All her worries had faded away, and they had been replaced by a feeling of euphoria. She was alive, and she had never felt better. Ecstasy was the only way to describe her emotions. It was also the only way to describe the pill she had taken an hour ago. 
She kept her hands in the air and her eyes shut as she danced along to the sounds of the band on stage. Beside her was her best friend Priya and she was doing the same. It had been Priya’s idea to buy the pills from the guy in the black jacket, and although she hadn’t been planning on turning today into a crazy session, she was glad she had been talked into it. It would have been fun just sticking to alcohol, but now other drugs had been introduced, it was only going to get better. 
“I fucking love this song” Priya shouted as she threw her arms around her friend. “And I fucking love you.”
Jag screamed her approval as she hugged her friend and kept dancing. There was nowhere she would rather be than right here, in the middle of 10,000 people, surrounded by so much love and positivity. Music festivals were her favourite way to spend a summer weekend, and this summer had been no different. This was her sixth festival of the summer in the UK, but there were even more to come. Next month, she would be on the Croatian island of Hvar, partying with Priya and three other friends at one of the biggest dance music festivals in Europe. It would be double the size of this one and last for three days. It was going to be mental. Way crazier than this one right now, which was nothing more than a tame pop music show for kids. But it was a good warm-up for Croatia, and the introduction of the pills had definitely raised the enjoyment levels a notch. 
She hadn’t always been the type of person that did drugs. There had been a time when she would reject the idea of needing to take pills to have fun. Her parents had raised her strictly, and any mind-altering substances were banned. Never mind Class A drugs, she hadn’t even been allowed fizzy drinks as a youngster. Sugar was banned her father said, because it would make her hyper and act unnaturally. He had stressed to her how important it was to keep in control of yourself and your emotions, and she had grown up believing this, right up until she had turned eighteen and gone to university. 
Then she had been free of her parent’s influences and able to make her own mind up about what was best for her. It hadn’t taken long to discover that being under the influence of alcohol was a lot more fun than being under the influence of mum and dad. From alcohol, it had been an easy steppingstone to trying a little weed. Then some cocaine on a night out. Then some ecstasy at a gig. Now she was twenty-one, and in the final year of university, and she had learnt a lot about different substances and how they all affected her mood. 
Vodka made her giggly. Gin made her angry. Weed made her sleepy. Coke made her horny. And ecstasy, well that just made her ecstatic. 
It was by far her favourite drug of choice, which was annoying because it was so illegal that being caught with it would mean serious trouble from the police and even more from her parents. They obviously had no idea about all the different drugs she had experimented with during her three years away from home studying and they never would. Not even her friends back home knew about it. Only her university friends did, but mainly it was between her and Priya. 
Jag looked at her best friend dancing next to her and beamed. She absolutely loved this girl. They had met in the kitchen of their shared accommodation on campus on the first day of term time three years earlier, and they had been best friends ever since. They both had similar upbringings, coming from strict working-class homes in dreary working-class towns. Jag was from Northampton and Priya was from Luton, but together in London, they were unshackled from their past and free to do whatever they wanted to. Which meant they were free to do everything that they had been barred from doing at home. 
Casual sex, substance abuse, slacking off on work, lying around on the sofa all day, Jag and Priya had done it all, and they had more than made up for lost time. But now, time was against them. University had finished, and although they had managed to delay going home for an extra few months by remaining in their rented accommodation in the capital, both their sets of parents expected them home by the end of August to begin the next phase of their lives. 
The adult phase. 
That meant beginning their careers, taking on more responsibilities, and most of all, it meant conforming to their parent’s expectations around marriage. And in their religion, that meant arranged marriage. 
But right now, Jag was too high to worry about the future. Nothing mattered except this moment she was in right now. It was just her, Priya and the music. 
The song finished, and the crowd roared their approval. Jag and Priya joined in, raising their voices and screaming at the top of their lungs. These were the times they would remember forever. These were the best times. 
Jag felt emotional, as she often did on ecstasy. She was just so happy it was hard to keep it all in. She put her arm around Priya and kissed her on the head, before screaming again and looking back at the stage where the band were walking off to great applause. Then she felt another wave of happiness. Because she knew who was coming next. It was the guy she had been listening to on repeat for the past few weeks. The guy who had been discovered performing in the London Underground. 
It was Will Robertson. 
“OH MY GOD, WILL’S ON NEXT!” she shouted to her friend incredibly loudly. 
Priya let out a deep roar, which was hilarious because she was such a slight, skinny girl, just like her. They both burst out laughing again and didn’t stop until tears were rolling down their cheeks. Jag was going to miss these times. But most of all she was going to miss Priya. Northampton and Luton weren’t exactly close to each other so seeing her best friend on a regular basis once the summer was over was going to be difficult. Of course, they would stay in touch and meet up when they could, but it wouldn’t be the same. 
They had been living together for three years and been almost inseparable in that time. Jag had only gone home on the occasions when she had no choice but to, which was mainly during the holidays or for family events. Her father had turned sixty last year, and there had been a big party at their home. But it wasn’t a real party. Not like the ones she had become used to. There had been no drugs. No fit boys. And no Priya to enjoy it all with. Just some Indian snacks and a lot of stuffy women sitting around in their traditional Saree dresses. Jag had been made to wear one of those dresses too, which she hated but tolerated for the sake of her parents. 
But in London, she had been free of such rituals. She had worn what she wanted, and as little as she wanted. The guys she spoke to were ones she actually liked, not ones her parents had engineered a conversation with. And the music she danced to was modern, not the same Indian songs that she had heard over and over again growing up at home. 
No one in her family would have believed the woman she had become during these last three years. That was because she had been careful to avoid all social media in that time, for fear of being tagged in a photo that would have revealed what she had been up to. No Facebook. No Twitter. No Instagram. It was too risky. Priya had been the same. While it was okay for everybody else to share pictures of themselves drunk in a club or kissing some random person, for them, it would have meant certain punishment. Their parents would have removed them from university. They might even have disowned them. It was frustrating, and her and Priya had often shared many conversations about their situation. 
Not all Indian families were as strict as theirs. Many were no different from British families, where they accepted the different cultures and were understanding of the different ways of living. But not their families. They still had to do things the old fashioned way. The way their parents had done it and their grandparents before that. Which was terrifying because as far as Jag could tell her parents weren’t happy with their lives. There seemed to be no love between them. They were just two people sharing a home and children together. Performing a task. Fulfilling a purpose. Theirs had been an arranged marriage, and they had accepted it because they had been told to accept it by their parents. 
Now Jag was being told the same thing, just like Priya was. They would return from university and meet the young men that their families had chosen for them. Then they would be married, in a large ceremony that would have everything. 
Everything except the things that Jag wanted her marriage to have. 
It would be missing her wearing the clothes she felt comfortable in. It would be missing the type of music she wanted to dance to. And most of all, it would be missing real love, the only kind anybody should ever get married for. It was pretty depressing, but it was also the last thing on Jag’s mind as she and Priya moved through the crowd in an attempt to get even closer to the stage.
As they squeezed their skinny bodies past the other men and woman around them, Jag suddenly felt a little claustrophobic, which was weird because she’d never experienced that feeling before. She’d been to numerous festivals and most of them much bigger than this one. She’d crammed into concerts in tiny gigs where there had been no room to move when the act came on. And she’d even been in the mosh pit at a Red Hot Chilli Peppers gig which had been pretty mental. But at no point during any of those experiences had she felt claustrophobic. 
But she did now. She felt squashed and hemmed in. She needed space.
And air.  
She was struggling to breathe.
She stopped pushing her way to the front and instead looked towards the edges of the crowd to where there would be more space. That was what she needed. Just a bit of room. That was all. They could watch the show from there. No big deal. But she saw Priya was still ahead of her pushing her way through and disappearing amongst the sea of people. 
“PRIYA!” she shouted after her friend, but she didn’t hear her. “PRIYA!”
The tall guy in front of her turned around with a look of disgust on his face, clearly annoyed about the girl stood behind him shouting. But she didn’t care. She felt sick now, and she needed to remove herself from this situation. It was too hot, and she was sweating. But she would lose Priya if she left this area without her. 
“PRIYA!” she tried again, but it was no good. 
Her friend hadn’t heard her and had vanished into the crowd. Jag should have been right behind her, feeling excited about the next song that they would dance to. But instead, she was alone, lost in the crowd and feeling more nauseous by the second. 
“PRIYA!” she shouted again, even though she knew it was futile. 
But she had to try. She didn’t feel good at all and she really couldn’t handle dealing with the next few minutes all by herself. She knew now that she was going to be sick and she would need her best friend to be with her, to hold her hair back and tell her everything was going to be alright. Telling her that she had just drunk too much. 
Except she hadn’t.
She had only had a couple of ciders. Nowhere near enough to leave her feeling as rough as she did. She had eaten some pasta just before she left to line her stomach. Surely that wasn’t to blame. But what else could it be? 
Then she thought of the pill she had taken. Could that be it? Surely not. But now she was really beginning to panic because she’d heard plenty of horror stories about people at festivals that took something and then ended up in hospital having their stomach pumped. Or worse: 
They passed out and never woke up again. 
But that wouldn’t happen to her. She wouldn’t be one of the people from those stories. She wouldn’t be a statistic. Not someone they use as the basis for an advertisement telling people to say no to drugs. 
Or would she?
She stumbled forward into the tall guy, somehow managing to lose her balance despite the fact she had been standing still. The guy turned around again and shook his head when he saw it was the same girl that had almost deafened him a moment ago. 
“What’s your problem?” he shouted at her before turning back to his group of friends and shrugging. 
But Jag didn’t have a group of friends to turn too. She was on her own now. On her own and feeling rotten. Like her insides were churning. Her head felt like somebody had taken a hammer to it. And no matter how much she tried to stand still, her legs kept wobbling beneath her. 
She knew she was going to fall over. There was no way to stop it. Just like there was no way to control her breathing which had rapidly increased in pace and left her gasping for air. Something terrible was happening to her, and she had no way to stop it. 
It must be the pill, she thought as she lost her balance and fell to the floor by the feet of the tall guy. But he didn’t notice her lying there. A few people did, but nobody heard them as they began screaming because everybody else in the crowd was too busy making noise at the sight of the next act coming on stage. 



Will
14:34
Will Robertson could hear the large crowd from his position backstage. He didn’t know precisely how many people were out there, but he knew one thing without a doubt. This would be the biggest audience he had ever played in front of.
The previous act had just finished performing, and their set had been a deafening cacophony of guitar riffs and drumbeats which was massively different from what Will was about to do. It wasn’t just the contrast in performances that were making the sickening feeling of nerves twist even tighter in his stomach. It was the fact he was expected to follow one of the biggest bands on the planet when he himself was still a relative unknown by comparison. 
“You’re going to be awesome” shouted the girl standing beside him, snapping him out of his anxiety-ridden thought pattern. 
It was Chantelle, his best friend and the lucky recipient of the one backstage pass he had been given for today. Originally, he had been tempted to give it to his mum and had even mentioned it to her when the studio had told him about it two weeks earlier. But she had turned it down immediately. It wasn’t that she had no desire to be backstage, mixing with the constant stream of world-famous musical acts from all around the world and enjoying any VIP perks that came with that. No, it was because there was somewhere else that she would rather be. 
In the crowd. With the fans. Front and centre.
He smiled at the thought of his mum out there now in the sea of festival-goers, surrounded by people half her age, all of them high on life and high on god knows what else. She didn’t drink. She certainly didn’t take pills. In fact, she wasn’t even a particularly big music fan. In all honesty, it was the last place she should be. Yet she was out there now, waiting for him to walk out and start singing. It was a heart-warming thought. No matter what the next few minutes had in store, no matter how many people were standing in that crowd, and no matter if some of them started to boo him, at least he had one fan out there that would be proud of him no matter what. 
Of course, as soon as his mum had turned down the backstage pass, he had known who he was going to ask next. It was the girl currently holding his hand and almost bursting with excited tension beside him. Chantelle had been with him the day his life had changed, so it was only right she was with him now. 
The past month had been a blur. It had all started that day in Leicester Square station back in June when he had been performing to the large volume of tourists and commuters that passed him by on their way to wherever it was that they were going in London. It had been his first performance since he had lost his sight to the devastating condition known as Giant Cell Arteritis, and it had felt good just to be back playing in front of an audience. It had felt so good in fact that he had stayed underground busking for almost four hours and probably would have carried on even longer had it not been for Chantelle tapping him on the arm and telling him she needed to eat. In the end, he had reluctantly removed the guitar strap that had been strung around his shoulder and allowed his friend to lead him up the escalators and back to street level in search of food.  
His efforts in performing to the public that morning had generated profits of almost £100, and so he and Chantelle had been busy discussing the options for lunch, which had been narrowed down to a straight shootout between Nando’s and McDonalds when Chantelle had pulled on his arm so tightly that she had almost threatened to tear it from his body. He had been annoyed at her for the action, with a combination of shock, surprise and the general unease that comes with not being able to see the world around him and he had just been about to indicate this to her when she had shouted something herself. 
“OH MY FUCKING GOD!” had been her exact words.
It hadn’t been initially clear what the reasons were for her excitement, made worse by the fact that one, they were standing in the middle of one of the busiest streets in London, and two, she just kept squealing with delight every time he asked her. 
Eventually, she had calmed down, and it was only then that he had learned the reasons for her unbridled joy. Apparently, a famous American actress called Camilla Collette had witnessed Will’s performance in the underground that morning and had shared a video of his singing to her millions of followers on Instagram. The footage had since gone viral and now the name ‘Will Robertson’ had transcended that one social media platform and was now making waves on several other sites. He had even been trending on Twitter, which essentially meant a hell of a lot of people were talking about him. 
Of course, Will hadn’t been able to see any of this online frenzy for himself, but he knew enough about how social media worked to know that this was a big deal. But even if he hadn’t known that then the constant screaming, shrieking and celebrating coming from the girl beside him would have been enough to give it away. 
Chantelle had managed to calm down enough to get herself and Will a table in Nando’s, and it was there that the full effect of their social media explosion had been revealed. While Will had been tucking into his meal of butterfly chicken with a side of sweet potato fries, Chantelle had been reading through the many responses that the video of Will had received on Instagram. The comments were plentiful and rather unusually for social media, they were all largely positive.
What an amazing voice!
I love this!
So talented! Who is this guy!
Is he blind? What an inspiration!
This song is incredible!
He’s so hot!
The responses were overwhelming, and Chantelle had filled him in on every single one of them. He had even detected a hint of jealousy in her voice when she had read the ones that referred to his good looks which of course had made him smile even more.
It was while sifting through the huge stream of messages that Chantelle had noticed one in particular that had garnered a staggering amount of likes and replies. It was from a man called Andrew Ayata, and she had known instantly who that was. The fact there was a blue tick next to his name, which was Instagram’s way of verifying that this was, in fact, the famous person, had only made her delirium greater and so she had interrupted Will’s mouthful of chicken with the news that this celebrity had replied to the video. 
When she had given Will that news, it had come as such a shock that it had caused him to almost choke on the succulent, sauce-covered meat he was in the process of devouring. He had known who Andrew Ayata was too. Hell, most of the world knew who Andrew Ayata was. He was only the owner of Starlight Studios, the international record label that was responsible for managing some of the most famous musicians on the planet. He was only the man who had been a judge on the X Factor and had adhered himself to audiences with his charismatic mixture of legendary humour, cutting criticism and awe-inspiring quotes. And now he was only the man who had apparently spent most of his morning trying to contact the teenage guy who had been videoed busking in the underground. 
He had even sent a direct message to the account of @WillRobertsonMusic which read:
Hi Will! Just seen the video of your performance in the London Underground this morning and I think it’s fantastic. I would love to talk to you about your music. You can reach me on my number, which is 020798135**. Hope to hear from you soon! 
After learning of Andrew’s interest, both he and Chantelle had been far too excited to finish their meal and had instead spent their time trying to summon up the courage to call the number in the message. Eventually, they had calmed down enough for Chantelle to put the numbers into her phone’s keypad and hand the device to Will, where he had done his best to keep his heart from bursting out of his chest with each passing ring tone. 
The phone call had been answered by Andrew himself, which had surprised Will who had presumed he would have had a personal assistant to field his calls before they reached him. But Andrew told him that he had been sitting by his phone all morning waiting for him to call as he didn’t want to risk missing him. As if that wasn’t crazy enough, Andrew had quickly gone on to explain the reason for wanting to speak to him directly. He wanted to know if Will was interested in visiting him at Starlight Studios where they could discuss his music career further.
It had been at that point that Chantelle had been required to put a steady arm on his shoulder because if she hadn’t, then he would definitely have lost his balance and fallen to the floor. One of the most influential record executives in the world wanted to meet him to discuss his music career. Up until that point he hadn’t even been aware he had a music career. Unless you could call singing in your bedroom or busking on the tube a career and he wasn’t sure you could. But Andrew seemed to think he had a career, or at least he was hinting of one to come. 
Will had somehow managed to gargle out a reply to the man on the other end of the call, and somehow a meeting had been set up for that afternoon. Chantelle had screamed when he had told her the news, which was fast becoming her only reaction to anything that happened that day, and she had quickly attempted to usher him into the nearest taxi to get to the studio in time. But Will had stopped her and told her he had to make another phone call first. 
He had to speak to his mum.  
His dear old mum, bless her heart, had been so busy during her shift working as a cleaner in a large finance office in East London that she hadn’t once stopped to look at her phone and learn about all the chaos her only son had been causing on social media. The first she had heard of it was when he had called her to ask her to attend the meeting with him at Starlight Studios that was scheduled in less than an hour’s time. 
Her reaction had been typical. She had laughed at him at first, presuming that he was joking. Then she had been stern with him, because he had interrupted her at work, and she didn’t like to be interrupted. But then she had realised he was serious, and she had soon started screaming just as loudly as Chantelle. 
After getting her to lower her decibel level to a more reasonable volume, he had told her he wanted her to be with him when he met Andrew and that she had to get out of work early to be there. She agreed of course, and told him she would call back when she was on her way. 
He and Chantelle had been in the back of their taxi heading to the studio when they received her call back. But it was bad news. Her boss wouldn’t allow her to leave work early, not even for something as life-changing as a meeting with one of the most powerful men in the entertainment industry. She told him that she was sorry, but he would have to attend the meeting without her. 
She had ended the call and presumably gone back to work, upset about missing what could be the biggest moment of her son’s life but more fearful that leaving early would mean she would lose her job. But for Will this was unacceptable. He couldn’t have got to this position without her, so he couldn’t get to the next one without her either. He had quickly instructed the taxi driver to divert away from the studio and take him home instead. 
Chantelle had protested his decision, terrified that missing the meeting with Andrew would scupper any small chance of being signed that he currently had. But Will had been adamant, and he had told Chantelle to call Andrew back and move the meeting from his studio that afternoon to Will’s family home that evening. It had been a huge gamble, easily the biggest of his seventeen-year-old life, but it had been one worth taking because when it had paid off, it meant his mother was alongside him to hear the news that would change all their lives forever.  
A six-figure record contract. 
They were the five magical words that had come out of Andrew Ayata’s mouth and instantly exploded the worlds of Will, his mum and his best friend. 
There had been tears. There had been hugs. There had been a ridiculous number of cups of tea offered by Will’s mum to Andrew and his entourage. But most importantly of all, there had been a promise. It was a promise made by Andrew to Will and his loved ones. It was a promise that he would do everything he could to get Will’s music to the top of the charts. 
Amazingly, it was a promise he had come through on. 
Demon In The Dark, the song Will had written as a way of coping with his sudden blindness, and the song he had performed in the underground in the video that had gone viral, had ended up getting to number one in the UK charts in the first week of its release. 
Will was officially a pop star. 
Not that he had much time to think about that. He had spent the last two months performing the well-loved song in various locations, from Radio 1’s Live Lounge to the stage at Brixton Academy where one of the acts performing there had asked him to open for her. He had appeared on numerous British talk shows and had even featured on Good Morning America via live satellite link, where the news of him being discovered by one of their native A-List actresses had caused quite a wave. Most staggeringly of all he was booked for a slot to perform at the Reading part of the iconic Reading & Leeds Festival at the end of August, which was mind-blowing because it was a festival he had attended only a year earlier with Chantelle and some of his other school friends. It truly had been an amazing couple of months. 
“Will, you’re on!”
Will was snapped out of his daydream by the shouts of the frenzied show runner in front of him, and he instantly felt all the blood draining from his head. Chantelle must have realised this because she quickly linked her arm with his and leant in closer to his ear so she could be heard amongst the deafening crowd on the other side of the stage partition. 
“Are you ready to hear everyone in Hyde Park sing your song?” she asked him as he swayed unsteadily on the raised stage floor.
He turned to where the sound of her voice had come from and smiled. He couldn’t see her, but he knew she would be smiling too. 
“Let’s do it,” he said with as much confidence as he could muster in that moment. 
He felt her take his hand in hers, and suddenly he was moving. He didn’t know how long it would take to get to centre stage, but he hoped it wasn’t too far. His legs were shaking more with every step, and he began to worry that he wasn’t going to make it. Then he heard the crowd roar and realised he must have become visible to them. Thousands of people who had been waiting to see him and it didn’t even matter that he couldn’t see them. That’s because he could feel them, and their energy alone was more than enough to keep him steady and ready to perform. 
As Chantelle guided his hand onto the cold hard steel of the microphone Will knew that the best thing of all was that somewhere in this crowd was his mum and she would be screaming louder than anybody else here right now at the sight of him standing on that stage preparing to sing the song he had written in his bedroom while she had been downstairs washing up his dirty dishes. 



Ruth
14:35
Ruth Robertson was a little out of her depth. Standing alone in the middle of thousands of screaming, alcohol-fuelled youngsters was not the kind of place she usually found herself on a Sunday afternoon. 
She assumed she was the oldest person at the festival, even if you counted the staff members that were dotted about in the crowd of youth. She wasn’t dressed in a skimpy outfit like the other females here. She wasn’t sitting on the shoulders of some muscly guy in a singlet. She hadn’t even heard of most of the acts that had been on the stage over the past hour and a half. But she knew the act that was on next. It was her boy. Her amazing boy. 
It was Will.
She thought about trying to get closer to the stage but decided against it when she saw how tightly packed the people were up ahead of her. It didn’t matter; she had a good enough spot right here where she stood, which was about halfway to the front and slightly to the left of the main stage. She would be able to film Will’s singing on her mobile phone, but even if that didn’t come out well then this whole festival was being broadcast on one of the music channels on TV, and of course, it was being recorded for her to watch again the second she got home. 
All that mattered was that he knew she was out there somewhere watching him. And she had made sure he knew that by telling him it enough times over the past few days, ever since she had been able to get herself a ticket to this crazy little party that had taken over Hyde Park this afternoon. 
He had offered her a backstage pass as soon as he learnt he was scheduled to perform here today, but Ruth had turned it down, hoping instead that he would offer it to his best friend Chantelle, which of course he had then done. She adored Chantelle and always had done ever since her family had moved in next door to them when Will was just a boy. Her son and the blonde girl next door were the same age, and over the years she had watched on with pleasure as they had become closer by the day. 
If she was honest, she hoped that Will and Chantelle would make it official. Boyfriend and girlfriend. They were perfect for each other, and she was pretty sure they both wanted that to happen too. But obviously, nothing is ever that simple in the lives of teenagers, so she assumed there would be plenty more weeks of the pair of them tiptoeing around the issue instead of actually doing anything about it and telling each other how they felt. 
Ruth had thought about pressing the issue a little with her son and god knows she had dropped plenty of hints over the years about him and the girl next door. 
“Chantelle is a lovely girl, isn’t she” she would say to him often, testing the water and seeing what kind of response he would give. But being a typical teenager, Will had usually just shrugged and replied with “I guess so.”
“Does she have a boyfriend? A girl like that, I imagine she’s fighting them off” was also something she had said to her son a couple of times, gently stoking the fire and seeing if she could stir up a little emotion in Will when it came to Chantelle and other boys. 
But again, he just shrugged and said, “Not that I know of.”
“What about you?” she would ask when she was feeling a little more emboldened and inquisitive. “Is there anybody you’ve got your eye on?”
But of course, any questions like that from a parent to a teenage son only ever got one response. A groan, a rolling of the eyes and a stomping away up the stairs to their bedroom. 
She’ll admit she could be a little obvious when it came to Will and Chantelle and her hopes that they would become a couple. But that was only because she wanted what was best for her son and felt that he was due more happiness in his life. God knows, he deserved it. 
Ruth watched three girls in their early twenties all down a cup of beer each before bursting into laughter and giving each other a hug, and she suddenly felt every one of her forty-eight years of age. There had been a few people that had given her a funny look as she had made her way through the festival today. The guy who checked her ticket at the gate had suspiciously eyed her up and down. One of the security guards had done the same too, just before he had ‘randomly’ selected her for a search. Maybe he had thought that the only reason someone her age was attending a music festival for youngsters was to sell them something. But there were no pills on her. She was only here for one reason. 
Love. 
Love for her son, who was about to walk out on stage any second now and do something she couldn’t even imagine doing. He was going to sing to 10,000 people. And all without the ability to see a single one of them. 
She could hardly believe what her baby boy was about to do. The talent that he possessed to perform certainly hadn’t come from here. She wasn’t musical. She couldn’t carry a tune in a shopping bag. Yet somehow, she had given birth to a child who could play music, write music and now perform music to massive audiences on enormous stages in famous parks. 
In just a few weeks he had gone from playing in his bedroom to busking in the Underground to appearing on national and international TV channels and featuring on the bill of sold-out concerts like this one. She had always believed in him; if she hadn’t then she would never have bought him the guitar that he cherished so much and was going to perform with today. It had cost her several weeks wages, but it had been a small price to pay to make her boy happy. But she could never have imagined it would have paid off in such a spectacular way as it had already done. 
Now her son was a bona fide music star, with the backing of a powerful recording company and riding high at the top of the charts with his debut single Demon In The Dark. He was on his way to unimaginable riches, and he would never have to experience the kind of struggles and hardships she had been forced to endure as a younger woman. 
She was thankful for that. Thankful that he was now free to pursue the life he wanted, not the life he was given. He had the power now to make his own decisions and choose his own path through this crazy world. It had been something she had never been able to have for herself. 
The ability to control her own future. 
But she didn’t want any of his money, though of course, he had already offered to help pay off her mortgage which was decades away from being paid off otherwise. She didn’t want him to ‘retire her’, allowing her to give up her menial day job to sit back and enjoy the second part of her life in comfort while he took care of her bills. She didn’t want any of those things. Because one, she wanted him to enjoy it and not feel like he had to give it all to her. And two, no matter how much money she had and how comfortable her life might become, it would never make up for the guilt she felt about what she had done when she was just twenty-one years old.  
The screaming from the crowd snapped her out of the disastrous thought pattern she was on and told her that the next act was arriving on the stage. She looked ahead, through the sea of waving arms and raised beer cups, to see her son being led across stage by Chantelle. The noise was incredible, and her heart skipped a beat with the worry of what he must be feeling inside right now. 
All this noise. All these people. They were all here for him, and he knew it. It was just a shame he couldn’t see how happy he was making them. 
She watched as Chantelle helped Will into position, dead centre of the massive stage, and right in front of the single microphone that would carry his voice across this park and into the ears of all these people. She saw Chantelle give her son a kiss on the cheek before walking back off stage and leaving him alone up there, just him, the microphone, and the guitar hanging from his neck. She suddenly felt extremely protective of him up there all on his own and wanted to be there beside him, to give him support, comfort, tell him he wasn’t alone. But she knew that was silly and just her maternal instincts talking. Her son was fine. In fact, he was more than fine. He was smiling and waving. He was loving every second of it, because this is what he was born to do.
“Good afternoon Hyde Park,” Will said into the microphone, and the crowd roared back their reply. 
Ruth noticed several of the younger women around her were screaming, like they were losing their minds. Was her son really having such an impact on them? Apparently he was because now a few of them were crying and doing their best to keep their phones still as they recorded every moment that Will was on the stage before them. 
She knew how powerful the emotions were when it came to having a favourite music star. She remembered the gigs she went to in the eighties and the way she would scream and cry at the sight of her idols. Bands like Duran Duran and Spandau Ballet. She worshipped them and would literally fall to the floor at the sight of them on stage. It was only natural that the youngsters of today would act the same way when their favourite musicians took to the stage. But this was surreal. Because instead of it being Simon Le Bon or Tony Hadley up there in front of the screaming hordes, it was her son. Her precious boy. This was crazy. 
“I’m going to play a little song I wrote in my bedroom not too long ago,” Will said, and the crowd roared again, knowing full well which song was coming. “I’d like to dedicate this to a special woman in the crowd right now. I hope you’re having fun out there wherever you are. Mum, this is for you.”
Ruth couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks as she watched her boy dedicate his song to her. Nobody else in the crowd would have known who she was. But for that one magical moment, her and Will had shared a special connection, just the two of them, which was incredible considering that there were 10,000 other people around them at the same time. 
Will fiddled with his guitar and strummed his pick across the strings in preparation before putting his mouth back in front of the microphone and saying the words that would send the crowd into hysteria. 
“This is Demon In The Dark.”
Sure enough, Ruth was almost deafened by the response of the people around her. But then she remembered to give her support too and so she began to scream as loud as she could at the lone figure on the stage. 
As Will played the song and the crowd sang it back to him, Ruth felt like she was in a dream. She hadn’t thought it was possible for her to ever be this happy again. She didn’t think she deserved happiness like this. Not after what she had done when she was younger. And certainly not after what had happened this year. 
This had been one of the worst twelve months of her life. Much worse than the year her partner had walked out on her when Will was just seven, leaving her to raise him as a single mother on a pittance of a cleaner’s wage. Because this year her son had lost his sight to a cruel and terrifying eye condition and she knew he would never be able to see again. She had felt lost when they were given the news but had stayed strong for Will, determined to keep his spirits raised and to help him through this horrible time. But in private, she had been a mess, blaming the doctors, blaming God, blaming life. But most of all, she had been blaming herself, because she felt like it was karma and punishment for her past mistakes, more pain coming back to haunt her. But instead of karma punishing her it had punished her innocent son instead. 
As she watched Will majestically perform his number one song to the adoring crowd, she felt the same thing she felt every time she experienced one of the most significant times in his life. 
Shame. 
She felt it on every one of his birthdays when he was blowing out the candles. She felt it every Christmas morning when he was unwrapping his presents. And she felt it now as he was singing his heart out to thousands of fans in the park and millions of fans watching on TV. 
She felt it because she had robbed him of a sister, and at the same time robbed herself of a daughter. 
It was the daughter she had given birth to ten years before he was born. The daughter she had allowed to go into foster care while she battled her drink problem. The daughter that she had never seen since and that Will didn’t even know existed. And he never would know. Because if he did, then he would never feel the same about his mum again. 
He wouldn’t love her. He wouldn’t be proud of her. And he certainly wouldn’t dedicate his songs to her. Telling him now would shatter his world, just like it had shattered hers once she had sobered up and attempted to get her daughter back only to be told she was gone forever. 
As Ruth stood still and silent amongst the moving mass of the crowd, she thought about how strong her son was to be able to sing to all these people without being able to see them. And she thought about how weak she was to be playing the role of the perfect mum when in reality she was anything but. She would have gone on feeling this way for the rest of the song if it hadn’t been for the pandemonium that broke out to her left. 
The screams of ecstasy had suddenly been replaced by screams of terror, and she looked over to see a clearing had opened up in the crowd. In the centre of the clearing, there was a young Indian woman lying unconscious on the grass trying to be resuscitated by a desperate male. And in that moment Ruth felt terrible. Terrible because nobody in this part of the crowd was watching her son’s performance anymore. But mainly terrible because this young woman lying on the ground was clearly dead. 



Tom
14:36
Tom Casey kept his eyes on the young man in the black jacket. He’d seen him selling pills to the two guys by the hot dog stand, and he’d kept his eyes on him ever since. Technically he was off duty and was here to relax and have some fun with his wife, Kelly. But being a cop meant he was never really off duty. He was still hyper-sensitive of everything going on around him. He couldn’t stop being like that just because he wasn’t in uniform, which was why he was still watching the drug dealer in the black jacket and trying to figure out his next move. 
He could mention it to one of the many security guards that were standing idly around on the outskirts of the festival and hope they took it upon themselves to apprehend the criminal in their midst. But he knew that was unlikely. They were for nothing more than show, giving the appearance of a safe, secure environment yet in reality, doing very little to enforce it. They hadn’t even noticed the guy selling drugs so it was doubtful they would want to do anything about it anyway. They didn’t get paid enough to get involved with things like that. The most they would do today would be throw out a few teenagers for being drunk. They certainly wouldn’t want to take down a drug dealer that could be carrying a weapon on them. 
But if he couldn’t rely on the help of the security guards, then who else was there? If he didn’t do anything, then this guy would carry on selling god knows what to all these impressionable youngsters at the festival and profiting from the stupidity of both them and the useless security guards. He would have to stop him himself. He knew that. But his wife wasn’t going to be happy about it. 
“Hello? Anybody home?” Kelly said to him, waving her hands in his face and trying to get his attention. 
Tom looked at her and smiled. “Sorry. Daydream,” he said to her before returning his eyes to the drug dealer in the crowd who was now talking to a group of four women, none of whom looked older than twenty. 
“Well, we didn’t come here to daydream, we came here to have a nice afternoon,” Kelly told him, taking a sip from her cup of beer and looking back at the main stage. 
“Yeah, sorry,” Tom replied, but his beer remained untouched. He couldn’t stop watching the guy, who was now taking ten-pound notes from each of the young women. 
“I knew this was a bad idea,” Kelly said, shaking her head and taking another drink from her cup. 
Tom suddenly realised if he didn’t speak to his partner and assuage her concerns, then the drug dealer wouldn’t be the only problem he was facing today.  
“No, are you kidding? This was a great idea. Just what I needed,” he told her, forcing himself to take a big gulp of his own beer to show how much of a good time he was really having. 
“I can tell when you’re being sarcastic,” she told him as she watched him drink. 
“I’m not being sarcastic. I mean it, I’m having fun.”
He forced a wide smile onto his face to back up what he had just said. But it just looked ridiculous, and his wife wasn’t buying it. 
“Seriously?” she asked. “You’re actually enjoying being at a music festival surrounded by people half your age listening to songs you’ve never heard before?”
Of course not, Tom thought. But I can’t admit to that can I? So what can I say?
“Okay, so the music’s not what I would usually listen to. But it’s nice to spend some time with you. We should do this more often.”
It was true. It was nice to spend an afternoon with his wife. Between his shift work in the police and her long hours at the marketing company she ran with her best friend, there wasn’t much time for date nights and walks in the park. Today was supposed to be one of those rare occasions when they got to spend quality time with each other instead of just passing each other in the hallway or on the driveway. 
Kelly’s company had been gifted two tickets to the festival as a thank you for the work they had done in promoting the radio station that was behind today’s event. But when Kelly’s business partner had been forced to drop out to take her son to a friend’s birthday party his wife had offered him the ticket instead. He knew that she had expected him to say no and that it would have been better if she had offered it to one of her friends, but he had made an effort and agreed to come along, agreeing with her that it would be something fun for them to do together. Lord knows it had been an awfully long time since the word ‘fun’ had been used in their relationship.
He had only been married to Kelly for a year, but already cracks were appearing in their partnership. It would be too easy to blame it on their busy schedules and the fact that they didn’t get to spend as much time with each other as they had done before they married. But the truth was it was more than that. Tom wouldn’t admit it, but he was beginning to think he had rushed into marriage. And he suspected Kelly was thinking the same thing too. Their reasons for doing so were similar. 
Their parents. 
Both his and Kelly’s mum and dad had constantly been bringing up the idea of them tying the knot for as long as they had been a couple, which had only been two and a half years before their wedding day. His parents said that with a good career ahead of him in the police force all he needed now was a family and Kelly seemed like the perfect start to that. He knew her mum and dad told her similar things, and in the end, there were only so many family meals you could sit through listening to relatives hinting at upcoming nuptials before you bit the bullet and got it over with. 
He had proposed to Kelly on a weekend break in the Yorkshire Dales, and both their families had been overjoyed at the news. But the first signs that maybe the happy couple weren’t actually as happy as they should be were evident during the planning phase of the wedding. 
They hadn’t been able to agree on anything. He wanted a small affair, something simple, just a few close family and friends in a nice venue close to London. She wanted to do it abroad, in a lavish ceremony on a Greek island and one that would be attended by everyone they knew. In the end, they had compromised. They would have the wedding in England, but it would be big, much bigger than he had anticipated. 
Then there was the honeymoon. He wanted to go to Africa, take part in a Safari, visit some of the townships and spend some time helping out in a completely different culture. But Kelly wanted to go to Mykonos and lie on a sunbed for two weeks. Because she had compromised on the wedding, he had no choice but to concede on the honeymoon. But it was clear she still harboured resentment about their big day and reminded him about it often during their vacation in Greece, by making many comments about how much nicer it would have been to have got married somewhere like this, in the sun.
Of course, it had rained throughout their wedding day in England which Kelly had complained about. Like it was his fault water was falling from the sky. But he had risen to the bait and made remarks of his own. Like how sitting on a beach watching the locals slap sun cream on wasn’t exactly getting some culture. And how it would have been more fulfilling for them to spend some time with some of the less fortunate people in the villages of South Africa instead of paying obscene amounts of money for a salad and a glass of wine in a Greek restaurant run by obnoxious locals. 
Things hadn’t been much better when they returned home and went back to their normal routines. Kelly got irritated when people showed more of an interest in his work than hers. She said that being a police officer was nothing like what you saw on TV and that Tom spent most of his day either sitting at a desk or walking the streets and confiscating alcohol from underage drinkers. Whereas she, on the other hand, had started her own business with her best friend and had grown it into one of the biggest marketing companies in London. 
Tom, of course, took exception to this, saying making profits from advertising wasn’t quite as noble as stopping crime in the local community, and her claim that it was one of the biggest marketing companies in London was a slight exaggeration. Needless to say, there had been a lot of arguments over the past year, which was strange because it hadn’t been like that before their engagement. 
Back then they had treasured the time they had spent together instead of using it to score points over the other one, and both had been proud of what their partner did for work instead of trying to belittle it. Something had changed. Tom wasn’t quite sure what it was, but he knew one thing. 
He wasn’t happy, and neither was Kelly. 
Something had to give. But, for now, they were still in the stage of trying to make an effort, which was why he was standing in the middle of a hideous music festival in Hyde Park on a Sunday afternoon instead of relaxing at home or playing a round of golf with his mates. 
“Well it would be nice if you tried to make conversation with me,” Kelly said to him, taking another long drink from her plastic cup. 
It was the third beer she’d had since they’d arrived. Tom was still on his first. He had work tomorrow. So did Kelly but that didn’t seem to be an issue for her right now. 
“What do you want to talk about?” he asked, now fully regretting his decision to attend the festival with her today. 
He knew another argument was on the horizon and thought that he might as well have just stayed at home and had the argument there, or gone to the pub with the lads all afternoon and at least delayed it for a few hours until he got home. 
Kelly was saying something to him again, but he missed that next part of the conversation because he noticed the guy in the black jacket was on the move again, and if he didn’t follow him now then he would soon be out of his sight. 
Tom had seen enough to confirm his suspicion that the man was selling drugs, but unless he did something about it, then he was going to get away with it. 
“Are you even listening to me?” Kelly shouted, forcing him to look away from the man and back at her. 
“Yes, of course I am. It’s just very loud.”
“It’s a music festival. What did you expect?”
Tom knew he was on the cusp of another argument, unless he could remove himself from this situation somehow, which of course he could, if he really wanted to. 
“I’m going to the toilet,” he told his wife. “Can you hold my drink?”
He handed her his plastic cup, which was still almost full and walked away, in the direction of the portable toilets but mainly in the direction that the drug dealer had gone in.
“Great, I’ll just stand here on my own then!” Kelly shouted after him, but he didn’t catch that part or at least didn’t turn back to show that he did.
As he moved through the crowd, he caught sight of the man he was following again and quickened his pace. It would be easy to lose him with so many other people around, and while he wasn’t exactly sure what he was going to do yet, he knew he was going to have to do something to bring an end to the criminal activity going on right under his nose. 
The crowd were singing along to the song being performed on stage as Tom made his way closer to the man in the jacket. He was almost right behind him when he heard the screaming. He froze and looked to his left, aware that the sound wasn’t the typical screaming one would associate with a music festival. It wasn’t a noise born out of joy or overexcitement. 
It was a noise born out of panic. 
Through the mass of bodies, he caught sight of the woman lying on the ground and the man trying to resuscitate her. Perhaps she had fainted? Perhaps it was a heart attack? 
Or perhaps it was a result of the pills she had been sold today?
Tom looked back at the man in the black jacket and saw that he had also stopped and was staring at the woman on the ground. The expression on the drug dealer’s face betrayed his emotions. He knew he was to blame for her collapse. And he had also noticed that Tom was staring right at him. 
There was a brief moment of calm amid the chaos of the festival. In that moment time almost seemed to stand still as Tom and Liam made eye contact and waited for the other one to make the first move. 
Then Liam turned and ran. 
And Tom gave chase. 
Pushing his way past the dozens of people in his way, Tom sprinted after the criminal and saw that he was heading for one of the fences that surrounded the festival. 
With surprising ease, the man in the jacket leapt up and grabbed the top of the fence, before pulling himself over it and disappearing down the other side. 
As Tom reached the fence, he didn’t know if he would be able to scale it quite so easily, but he also knew that he had to try, or the man would get away for good. 
Using all his strength, he pushed himself off the ground and grabbed the top of the fence, and hauled himself over it, before falling down onto the grass on the other side. 
He groaned as his body hit the floor, but he didn’t have time to get his breath back. The assailant was getting away from him, and he had to keep up the pursuit. 
Tom rose to his feet and took off at full speed across the park following in the path of the drug dealer, who was a good twenty feet ahead of him. But out here in the open, there was nowhere to hide, and as Tom closed the gap, he felt good about his chances of catching him. 
That was until the man suddenly made a sharp right turn and headed for the edge of the park and the main road that ran alongside it. 
The traffic was heavy and fast flowing, but the man didn’t slow down as he made his way across the pavement and out into the road in his attempt to escape. 
Suddenly Tom didn’t feel quite so confident about his chances of catching the man unless he too felt like running across four lanes of speeding traffic. 
But then it didn’t matter. 
Because the man in the black jacket was struck by a transit van and his body was thrown across the road before coming to a heavy landing on the concrete pavement on the other side. 
Tom stopped running and could only watch as all the traffic came to a stop and the driver of the damaged van emerged from his vehicle shaking and stammering. 
A few of the other drivers got out too and checked on the man lying on the ground, but Tom knew he was dead. There was no way anyone could have survived an impact like that. 
And now he was going to have to explain why he was chasing the victim while he was off duty. 
He took his phone out and dialled 999, deciding it was time to alert his colleagues in the police force about what had just happened. As he did, he thought about his wife still back at the festival and completely oblivious to where he was. The conversation he would eventually need to have with her in which he explained what had happened just now would be as tricky to navigate as the busy road in front of him. 
And probably just as deadly. 



Harry
14:37
Harry Baxter knew his mum was just trying to cheer him up by bringing him to the park today, but it wasn’t going to work. No amount of ice cream, games of football or people watching were going to make up for the fact that his dad was dead, and he was never going to get the chance to know him now. 
It had been a month since he had made the trip to his secretive father’s office in London after tracking him down via social media and it had taken all his courage to put himself in that vulnerable position. After all, he was only twelve. Most boys his age were only concerned with football results and annoying their siblings and not important things like sneaking out of school to try and meet the parent they had never known. 
He had even kept it a secret from his mum, who was now standing across the grass from him with his football by her feet attempting to kick it back to him in a straight line. Bless her; she was rubbish at sports. But she was the best mum, and he appreciated her trying to play with him today. 
It had been a good idea to get out of the house. It hadn’t been a fun place to be ever since Harry had returned home that day in June after learning that the man killed on the underground train lines was the man he was trying to meet. When he told his mum where he had been and what had happened, she had been too shocked to understand. Shocked that he had gone all the way into the city on his own. Shocked that he had wanted to make the meeting without her. And of course, shocked that the man she had conceived Harry with was dead. 
The football came flying towards him, but it was way too high and sailed well over his head. 
“Sorry” his mum shouted as he turned and ran to retrieve it.
As he reached the football, he looked up and saw another family playing on the grass not too far away. Unlike his own, theirs was a full unit - a young boy with both his mum and his dad. 
Harry felt the familiar knot in his stomach that he often experienced when he saw a child with both of their parents. It wasn’t jealousy or bitterness. It was more of a sadness. He had never known what it felt like to have that and just when he had thought he was going to get it then it had been cruelly snatched away from him. 
But he knew he wasn’t the only one. There were plenty of children like him out there that only had one parent. There were even a few in his class. And he also knew that some children in the world didn’t have either of their parents so he couldn’t feel too sorry for himself. But still, it didn’t make the feelings of sadness go away every time he saw a young boy just like him laughing and playing with both a mum and a dad. 
Harry ran back across the grass, dribbling the ball at his feet and pretending he was taking it around several imaginary opponents. In his mind he wasn’t in Hyde Park, he was at Wembley, and he was playing for West Ham in the FA Cup Final. It was a fantasy he often thought about, even when he didn’t have a ball at his feet. He wanted to grow up and play for his favourite team, and he was still young enough to believe that it might just be possible. Sometimes he had even thought that the reason he had suffered heartache and pain as a young boy was only because he was going to grow up and have such a good life when he was older. It was like God’s way of balancing things out. He was going to grow up and be a superstar footballer for the mighty Hammers in the Premier League, but he couldn’t have everything, which was maybe why he didn’t have a dad too. 
At night he would lie in bed and think about this, wondering if it was really true. Wondering if he could make the swap. His future football career for a dad? He hadn’t been sure what he would decide if it ever became an option. After all, he had never met his dad, so while it was a void in his life, it wasn’t the same as knowing somebody and then losing them forever. Not like if he was to lose his mum. She had been there with him since day one, and there was no way he would ever swap her for the chance to be a professional footballer. 
He kicked the ball back towards her and laughed as she struggled to control it, seeing the ball bounce off her shin before bobbling away off the grass and across the footpath. 
“Come on, mum!” he shouted as she went to get the ball. 
As he watched her, he knew that some of the sadness he felt about the missing parent in his life was also sadness about the missing partner in his mum’s life. She had always been on her own, and he wondered how she must feel about that. He had asked her enough times, but she always smiled and said she was okay because she had her boy to look after. 
But Harry knew that grown-ups were supposed to have other grown-ups with them too. He was surrounded by people his own age all day at school. But his mum wasn’t. She worked from home, so she was on her own most of the day. She had some friends, but they all had husbands or boyfriends. It would be nice for her to have one too. He would see other mums and dads walking together holding hands, and he wished that his mum had someone’s hand to hold too. 
He had told her this before as well and made sure that she knew he was okay if she wanted to introduce him to somebody. She had just laughed and told him it was a very adult thing to say.  But there had never been any boyfriends coming to stay over. Just him and his mum. It had always just been him and his mum. 
“Do you want to get a drink?” she shouted to him as she had another go at kicking the ball back towards him. 
Harry controlled it and did several kick-ups to show off to her how good he was. 
“Yeah can do” he shouted back, without taking his eyes off the spinning ball that was bouncing up and down in front of him. 
After a few more tricks he attempted to hit the ball high above his head but sliced it and sent it flying off towards the main road. 
“Be careful” his mum called after him as he raced towards it, worried that it would bounce out in front of a car and get popped. 
But thankfully the ball rolled into the bushes and got stuck, and Harry slowed down a little as he approached it. 
All of a sudden, a man in a black jacket came sprinting past him in the direction of the bushes and for a second Harry thought he was going to try and steal his football. But he kept running and then he was on the road, trying to get across the busy lanes of traffic without looking both ways. Harry knew what was going to happen because it was the same thing that he had been warned about numerous times growing up. 
The man hadn’t checked both ways. 
Now he was going to get run over. 
Suddenly a large white van smashed into the man and sent him flying through the air and Harry couldn’t believe his eyes as he watched the poor guy land on the pavement on the other side of the road and not get up. 
Was he dead? 
Harry was still staring when he felt his mum’s hand on his arm. 
“Don’t look, just get your ball and let’s go!” she told him, but Harry couldn’t take his eyes off the man lying on the ground. 
There was blood coming out of his head. It was gross. 
But cool. 
But mainly gross. 
“Harry, get your ball!” his mum shouted at him, and he recognised the tone of her voice. He knew he was in trouble if he didn’t obey her. 
He ran to the bushes where his ball had disappeared into a moment ago, but he still couldn’t stop looking at the dead guy. There were people standing around him now, trying to help him. Harry couldn’t wait to tell his best friend Mustaf about this. He would never believe it. 
“HARRY!” his mum shouted, and he finally tore his eyes away from the crazy scene and back to the bushes. 
Stepping off the grass, he was now on the soil where several large shrubs were growing from the ground, and he sneezed twice as he looked for his ball. He hated having hay fever. But he quickly found the football poking out from the middle of a bushy purple plant, and he picked it up. 
But as he did, he noticed a see-through packet lying on the ground nearby. He looked closer and saw there were lots of tiny pills inside it. 
Were they sweets?
He had to find out, so he picked up the packet and took a closer look. They were circular and white, but he didn’t recognise them from any sweet shop he had been in before. Maybe they were mints for freshening your breath. He liked mints. But he didn’t know why somebody would leave a bag of them lying around in the park. Maybe someone had dropped them. Then he had a thought. 
The man who had just been run over had passed through here before he got hit. Maybe he had dropped them. What an unlucky person. He had lost his mints, and he’d been hit by a car all in the same day. 
“HARRY!” his mum called to him again, sounding even angrier this time, so he kicked the ball back onto the grass and put the bag of white mints into his pocket. 
As he kicked the ball back towards his mum, he thought about whether or not he should tell her about what he had just found in the bushes. But then he thought she might make him put them back and he wasn’t sure he wanted to do that. Besides, he had lost his sweets once when he was younger, and no one had given them back to him then so maybe he was allowed to keep these ones this time. 
But if he told her then he would be able to share them with her, and that would be nice because she liked sweets too. Or mints. Whatever they were. 
He was desperate to find out and thought about sneaking one of them into his mouth quickly before he got back to his mum, but she would probably see him and ask what he had, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted anyone to know about them yet. 
He reached his mum and saw that there were lots of other people standing near her and all staring at the main road where the man had been run over. Harry looked back behind him and saw that all the traffic had stopped and the white van that had hit the man was parked in the middle of the road. There was a bald guy standing next to the van and crying. It was very weird. 
“What’s happening?” he asked but she didn’t reply. 
“Come on, we’re going home,” she said and picked up his football before turning away from the road and walking back across the park. 
“But mum!” Harry protested, running alongside her while still looking back at the road. 
He could hear the sirens of an ambulance now and knew that there was still more action to see. He wanted to see everything so he could tell Mustaf all about it. He didn’t want to have to go home before the ambulance got there. 
“Somebody’s had an accident, but it won’t help them if we all stand around and stare,” she told him as she continued marching across the grass away from the road where everybody else was looking towards. 
“But I thought we were getting a drink,” Harry said, remembering that had been the plan until the accident had happened. 
“I’ll buy you a drink on the way home,” she told him. “Come on.” 
She was walking even faster now, and Harry was struggling to keep up without running. 
“Can I have my football?” he asked her as he jogged alongside her. 
“No, not right now,” she replied, and Harry could see she looked stressed. 
He knew that he never got his own way when she was like this and that it was pointless to keep trying. 
He was disappointed that his afternoon in the park had come to an abrupt end, but at least he had seen something cool, if not a little scary. He would definitely be texting Mustaf about it as soon as he got home. He would have texted him now if his mum hadn’t made him leave his mobile at home today. She said he was always on it and needed a break from it. He wasn’t always on it actually; he had told her. He wasn’t on it when he was asleep. Or when he was eating. 
But she hadn’t listened, so his phone was at home on his bed. But he would be on it as soon as they got back. And he also had the packet of white sweets in his pocket. Or mints. Whatever they were, he was just excited to try one. 
He would put them out on his bed when he got in and take a photo and send it to Mustaf, who would be so jealous of his friend. 
Harry had seen a man get run over and found a bag of sweets in the park. 
What a day. 
His mum had been right when she had said this would take his mind off all the bad things that had been happening lately. But he hoped the man in the road was alright. And he hoped the sweets tasted nice. 
He couldn’t wait to get home and find out. 



Carol
14:38
Carol Heath loved trying new things. She hadn’t done it enough in her life, but she was certainly making up for lost time now. Like today, for example. She had always wanted to ride around The Serpentine in Hyde Park in one of those little pedal boats, and now here she was, on the water, gliding around amongst the ducks and the geese. 
Admittedly it was a lot harder than it had looked from the side of the lake where she had often stood and watched other couples pedalling around when she had visited the park in the past. The boat only moved if you did the work with your legs and now, she was seeing why she and her husband Steve were the only people in their fifties that were currently out on the lake in one of these vessels. It was hard work and they’d only been at it ten minutes. 
“Are you pedalling?” Steve asked her, sounding a little annoyed.
“Yes of course I’m pedalling,” she told him, even though secretly she knew she was only pretending to. 
“Well we’re not moving very far,” he huffed, and she noticed the beads of sweat glistening on his forehead. 
Bless him; he was exhausted already. 
“We are moving,” Carol said, but if they were, it was only because the currents on the lake were making them do so. 
“This is ridiculous,” he moaned, which was the second time he had said that since they had been in the boat. 
“Just enjoy it,” she told him, knowing that it was unlikely to be taken on board. 
Her husband, Steve, was a wonderful man. A loving partner, a fantastic father and a doting grandparent. But he also got annoyed easily, and when she had suggested an afternoon in the park to him this morning, he probably hadn’t expected it to involve anything more strenuous than a bit of walking. 
Once they had arrived, it had been her idea to hire one of the pedal boats and spend an hour on the water even though she knew he would have been much happier sitting in the shade somewhere with a cold drink. 
“We’ll get you a beer after this,” she told him, in an attempt to brighten his mood. 
Being a wife sometimes required the same skills as being a parent. You had to use tricks to get the other person to do what you wanted them to do. Like telling them they would be rewarded if they did what you asked. 
Tidy your room. Take the rubbish out. Pedal the damn boat. 
“I think I’ll need two beers after this” Steve replied as he continued to exert himself in an effort to keep the boat moving. 
Carol laughed and promised him two beers if he could get them across to the other side of the lake. Then she put her feet back on her own set of pedals and did her bit for the cause. 
As she reclined in the plastic seat that was moulded into the body of the boat, she thought about what a great summer she was having. The weather had been lovely for a month now, which given the time of year it was should only be expected but with this being England it was never guaranteed. Usually, there were plenty of grey and drizzly days in the warmer months, but so far this year it had been mostly blue skies and pleasant temperatures. 
And even better, they still had their summer holiday to come. In just a few weeks her and Steve would be jetting off to Portugal with their daughter Francesca, her partner David and their beautiful grandson Jack for seven days in the Algarve sun. It would be a much-needed getaway and a great chance for all the family to spend some quality time together without any of the usual stresses of daily life. Heaven knows, there were plenty of them. 
This summer had started in the worst possible way for Carol, and only a month earlier the thought of enjoying an afternoon in the park without a care in the world had seemed an impossible dream. 
The health scare she had suffered after finding a lump in her breast had meant plenty of sleepless nights and frantic thoughts and the two trips to the hospital to get checked and then to receive the results had been as torturous an experience as expected. 
But thankfully the news had been good. The lump was benign. Not cancerous. Not anything to worry about. The relief had been overwhelming, and she had cried tears of joy that day when she had received the diagnosis. 
But the memory of that stress had stayed with her. It had been a frightful experience, and the thought that she was going to have to put her family through all that worry too had meant she hadn’t actually told anybody else about it. Even to this day, nobody knew what she had been so concerned about only a few weeks earlier. Not even Steve, her wonderful husband and a man she always felt able to confide in. 
She had taken the burden of worry entirely upon herself, and that was the way she would keep it because the news had been good, and so she saw no need to tell him about any of it. He would only get angry that she kept it from him anyway. He would have wanted to share her worry, attend the hospital appointments with her and hold her hand whenever she felt the stress of it all was getting too much. But she had ensured he didn’t have any of that anxiety. Peace of mind was important at any age, but particularly as you got older when there were so many other things to worry about than just yourself. They had bills to pay, jobs to do, a daughter and grandson to worry about. She didn’t need to give her partner another reason to stay awake at night. 
Thankfully everything was okay. False alarm. Just a scare. And now Carol had never felt so good. 
She was reinvigorated with life. That was the thing with health. You take it for granted every day until suddenly something goes wrong. Then it becomes the only thing you can think about. It makes you so aware of your mortality, and if the news from the doctor is bad, then you have to prepare for the worst and make the most of the time you have left. 
But if the news is good, well, there’s no better feeling than that in the world. Because suddenly you are free from all the worry and the fear and the impending doom. Suddenly you are reborn and given the chance to fight another day. There’s nothing more important in life than health. Wealth is nice until you realise it doesn’t do you one ounce of good if you don’t have the healthy body to go with it. 
A sizeable bank account is nice, but nothing beats a disease-free body. Getting a clean bill of health from the doctor is a luxury, not a privilege. It’s like winning the lottery ten times over. Because it buys you time, and that is the only true measure of wealth that any of us ever really need. 
She was snapped out of her philosophical thinking by the sound of one of Steve’s feet slipping off the pedals and clunking against the bottom of the boat. 
“Whose idea was this again?” he muttered as he put his foot back on the pedal and tried again. 
Carol laughed and watched her man for a moment as he did his best to get them moving again. She noticed the sun was beaming down on his almost hairless head. He had been fighting his hair loss for years, but now it seemed he was giving up the ghost and had been telling his barber to just shave it short recently. She liked it though. It definitely suited him, and that wasn’t always the case. Some of her friend’s partners looked a little strange with no hair. It was all about the shape of your head, and some of them were definitely shaped like an egg. But Steve’s head was more rounded, like an orange, so he looked okay. Not as good as he had done with a full head of hair like when she had first met him, but still, he was handsome, and he was hers. 
He was also in pretty good shape for a man in his late fifties. There was a little bit of fat around his midsection, but that was only because she kept him well fed and he enjoyed a beer or two on the weekend. He was more stocky than chubby, and he had done well to keep up his fitness levels as he aged. He had always been a keen sportsman, having played rugby for many local teams in his youth and even now he was still a coach at one of the clubs in their area. He also jogged twice a week, which was twice more than she managed. 
Yes, he was still an attractive man she thought as she watched him sweating and pedalling away next to her. But the sun was definitely turning the top of his head red, and she should probably warn him about that if she didn’t want him to burn. Not that he would do anything about it. He hated wearing caps, and he even hated wearing sun cream. While it hadn’t been too much of a problem when he was younger and had a thick set of locks to cover his scalp now the hair was going it was likely to cause more of an issue. God knows what he will be like in Portugal she thought, imagining him sitting by the pool under the full force of the Algarve sun. 
He’ll come back looking like a lobster.
She was just about to mention the potential sunburn on his head when she noticed him cursing again at the pedals. His left foot had slipped off again, and he was clearly reaching the point of giving up. She felt a little bad because it had been her idea, so she figured it was time to quit while she was ahead and get them back to land. 
“Let’s go and get you that beer, shall we?” she said as she resumed pedalling and made the boat head for the area where all the vacant boats were moored. 
“Thank god,” he said, wiping his forehead and pulling at his t-shirt to allow some air to get under there. She also noticed him lightly touching the top of his head, which was a sign he was aware of the sunburn, but she didn’t say anything. 
Poor guy, he could really use a beer right now. 
As the boat approached the jetty, Carol looked at the long line of people that were queuing to hire their own pedal boats that afternoon. There was a good mix of people in there. Families, young couples, old couples. It was nice to see so many people out and about on a lovely summer’s day. 
She wished again that her daughter and her family had been available to come with them today. Her grandson Jack would have loved being on the water, and he would have enjoyed trying to make the boat move as fast as it could, even though his feet probably wouldn’t have reached the pedals. Unfortunately, they were all at a birthday party for one of Jack’s friends, so they were having fun elsewhere today. But she would see them all during the week. 
They were a close-knit family and never went more than a couple of days without visiting each other. It helped that they only lived ten minutes away from each other. But if Carol had her say the distance would be even smaller. She would even let them stay in the same house as her if she could, such was her love of having Jack around, but Steve would probably have something to say about that. He adored Jack as much as she did, but he also liked his peace. A quiet night in with a good movie was how he liked to spend the evening after work whereas she thrived on the chaos and the noise that ensued in their home whenever Jack came to stay. 
She also felt having a youngster around helped keep them both young. It was hard to stay still and let your bones become idle when there was a six-year-old scamp running around at your feet. Being a grandparent was the best. And thanks to the good news that had come out of her recent health scare, she felt thrilled that she would be around to continue to watch the young boy grow for many more years to come. 
After much cursing and laughter, she and Steve managed to get the pedal boat into the position that the young man on the jetty was asking them to and finally they were able to step back onto dry land and go in search of refreshments from one of the many cafes and stalls that were dotted about on the banks of the lake. 
As they walked hand in hand past the long queue of people in search of a cold drink and maybe even an ice cream Carol leaned into her husband’s shoulder and right then, with all the worries of the past behind them and a wonderful summer ahead, she felt almost as happy as she had ever felt in her entire life. 



Bogdan
14:39
Bogdan Petrovic had only one thing on his mind. 
Revenge. 
Revenge for Jelena and the pain she had suffered. Revenge for every other woman that had suffered just like her. And most of all, revenge for all the people in the world who were used to being treated as mere objects by those with more money and power than them. 
It had been almost twenty minutes since Jelena had approached him at the gates of the festival and informed him that the man passing through the security checks behind him was one of the men that had raped her during her time in captivity this year. Ever since then, he had been watching him and waiting for his chance to get him alone. 
He had been patient as he watched the man walk around the festival, amongst the crowds without a care in the world. He had been patient when he watched the man put his arms around a young brunette woman in an orange top and kiss her. And he had been patient as he watched the man drinking beer and dancing to the music being performed on the stage. 
It had taken all his restraint not to walk over to the man and beat him to a pulp in front of his girlfriend and everybody else at the festival. Because that was nothing less than he deserved. But that wasn’t the right thing to do. It wouldn’t look good for people to see a security guard beating up a member of the public. He would be pulled off the man within seconds, and that wasn’t anywhere near long enough to give him the beating he deserved. 
Plus, there was also the fact that if it was witnessed, then Bogdan would not only lose his job but probably go to prison for assault. As if that wasn’t bad enough then he would most likely be forced to leave the country after his release and return to his native Serbia which would throw his life into turmoil and potentially ruin the relationship that he was cultivating with Jelena. He needed to get the man alone. 
No witnesses. 
Just the two of them. 
There was also another reason that Bogdan needed more time with the man. After he had given him a good beating, then he would attempt to extract some information from him, information that would hopefully lead to the police being able to track down the people that were behind the sex trafficking scheme that Jelena had been caught up in. 
Most of all, he hoped to get information that would lead to the capture of the mysterious man in the blue cap that had been seen boarding a Eurostar train from London to Paris on the morning that Jelena escaped. Because that man was responsible for the majority of the pain and suffering that she had endured during her four months in his care and out of anybody in the world that Bogdan wanted to see pay for their crimes, it was him. 
But without a name to put to his face, the police had been unable to make any progress on his capture. Having fled to Europe, they assumed the man was back in Serbia but other than that all leads had been exhausted.  
Until today. 
The man that Jelena had pointed out was a new and potentially valuable source of information. If he could get him alone and coerce him into giving up what he knew about the mystery man who had held Jelena, then perhaps they could bring him to justice after all. But that was the problem with this plan. Trying to get the man alone would be tough. They were standing in the middle of a music festival holding 10,000 people held in one of the busiest parks in one of the busiest cities in the world. 
A bit of privacy wasn’t exactly an easy thing to achieve in London. 
Bogdan remained in his position by the Corona beer stand and kept his eyes on the target standing about ten metres away from him. He watched as the man finished his beer and threw his plastic cup to the floor before saying something to the woman he was with and breaking into a grin. Then he kissed her again, and Bogdan felt sick with the knowledge that this poor woman most likely had no idea about the kind of person she was involved with. 
Bogdan stared at the grey beanie hat on the man’s head and knew the reason why he was wearing such a thing on a hot summer’s day. It was covering up the scars from his past. It was covering up the missing part of his ear from where Jelena had bitten it off while he was attacking her. 
It was covering up his crimes. 
But soon Bogdan would reveal them. He just needed the opportunity. 
And then suddenly it came. 
The man in the beanie hat said something to the woman then walked away from her towards the edge of the crowd. Bogdan quickly followed, not daring to let him out of his sight for one second amongst so many other people. At first, he presumed the man was going back to the beer stalls to get another drink, or perhaps to the hot dog stand to get some food. But he bypassed all of those options and kept going and then Bogdan realised he was heading for the rows of portable toilets that were lined up in a large clearing to the left of the main festival area. 
While there were still plenty of people about here, it was a lot less crowded than where they had just been, and Bogdan started to think that he might actually get his time alone with the man after all. 
He kept a safe distance behind as he followed the figure in the hat towards the toilets until he saw him take his place in one of the queues. There were four people ahead of him, and Bogdan had an idea. 
He marched over to the queue and approached the man he had been following. He could feel the anger building up inside of him as he got closer, but he reminded himself that he only had to remain calm for a few more seconds, just long enough to get this man away from the other people and somewhere more private. 
He reached his target and cleared his throat. 
“Excuse me, sir. Would you come with me for a moment?”
The man in the beanie hat looked at Bogdan and frowned. 
“Are you talking to me?” he grunted back.
“Yes. Random security search. Please follow me,” Bogdan said calmly. 
He pointed to an area behind the toilets, over by the fences.
“You’re joking, right?” the man said, clearly not impressed about being chosen for this massive waste of time. 
“It’ll just be a couple of moments,” Bogdan told him and again tried to lead him away from the queue. 
“And what if I say no?” the man asked, clearly not wanting to move anywhere. 
“Then I would have to remove you from the festival,” Bogdan told him, staring into the man’s eyes hard enough to show him he wasn’t playing around. 
“Fucks sake” the man muttered as he shook his head and grudgingly left his place in the queue to follow the security guard. 
As Bogdan led the way, he looked around for the right spot to take him. 
Somewhere quiet. Somewhere out of view. 
Somewhere the man’s cries for help wouldn’t be heard. 
Then he saw it. 
A small gap in the barriers behind the toilets that led to the backstage area. It would be quieter behind there. 
And close enough to the stage so that the music would drown out the man’s pleas for mercy. 
Bogdan had been in that area earlier in the day when he had escorted a couple of engineers carrying sound equipment through the grounds. He knew that with the way it was laid out back there that there were plenty of hidden corners for him to do his work in. But there was a security guard standing in the way, and Bogdan would have to be smart to find a way of getting himself and the man past him and through to the other side. 
He reached the guard and nodded his head at his colleague before telling him; “Friend of one of the performers. I’m just escorting him through.”
The security guard nodded and stepped aside, allowing Bogdan and the man in the beanie hat to pass. The music was just as loud here as Bogdan had anticipated and he had known that when he had spoken to the security guard. 
The man he was leading away hadn’t heard and so still had no idea what he was walking himself into. 
As they moved through the gap in the fences and onto the other side, Bogdan saw that there were several portable container units in the area, just like he had seen this morning. 
All large metallic structures. All perfect for concealing what he was about to do.
“Hey, where the hell are we going?” the man asked, starting to get suspicious about the security guard’s intentions. “Where are the other people that you’re searching?”
Bogdan took a good look around to make sure they were out of view from every angle then spun around and pulled the beanie hat from the man’s head, revealing his left ear. 
Sure enough, there was a slight chunk of it missing. 
It was the part that Jelena had ripped out with her teeth while he had raped her. 
“Hey, what the-”
Bogdan’s fist connected with the man’s jaw before he could finish his sentence, and the punch sent him toppling to the floor. But Bogdan was quickly upon him, grabbing him by the scruff of his t-shirt and pulling him back to his feet before striking him again in the face. 
The stunned man was on the floor again and tried to speak, but all that came out of his mouth was blood and a broken tooth. He looked up at the security guard towering over him with sheer terror in his eyes and Bogdan thought that must have been how Jelena had felt when she had been locked in a room with him. 
With that thought in mind, he kicked the man hard in the ribs and felt the edge of his boots making contact with bone. 
“Stop!” the man on the ground begged as he spat out more blood and held a hand out in front of himself to try and stem the flurry of blows reigning down on him. 
Bogdan would have liked nothing more than to keep punishing the man for all the pain he had caused, but he needed answers out of him, so he stopped the attack and knelt down beside the wounded man. 
“I know who you are and what you’ve done,” he said as the wounded man below him rolled on to his side and gasped for air. 
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
“You raped her,” Bogdan said calmly, fighting the urge to draw more blood from him. 
“What? Raped who?”
“The woman who bit your ear,” Bogdan said, tugging on the scarred piece of skin and causing the man to howl in pain. 
Only when he let go did the man on the floor stop pretending that he was an innocent victim. 
He suddenly went quiet. It was the silence of a guilty man.  
“That poor woman got away. And she’s spoken to the police. She’s told them all about the men that visited her in that room.”
The guy on the floor looked up at Bogdan with sheer terror in his eyes as it dawned on him exactly what he was being told. 
“Tell me your name,” Bogdan said.
The man shook his head and tried shouting for help. But it was pointless. The music was too loud. There was nobody around. 
There was nobody coming to help him. 
Bogdan raised his fist again to deliver another blow, and the man immediately stopped making noise. 
“Tell me your name, or you’ll never make it out of this park alive,” Bogdan told him. 
The man’s eyes went wide with fear, and even Bogdan felt a little shocked about the words that had just come out of his mouth. 
He wasn’t capable of murder. Or was he? With so much emotion running through his body and a desperate urge to avenge Jelena’s suffering then who knew what he was capable of. He couldn’t be sure what he was going to do, and neither could the whimpering man on the ground who was entirely at his mercy.
“D-D-Diego,” he stammered as a response. “Please don’t hurt me.”
Bogdan had to think quickly. He needed to extract as much information from this man as he could but beating him to a pulp probably wasn’t the right way to do it. So instead he grabbed the man by the scruff of his t-shirt again and dragged him to his feet.  
He slammed Diego against the side of a container and held him there, his forearm pressed against his chest to prevent escape. 
“What do you want?” Diego said weakly, his voice shaking as tears rolled down his cheeks. 
“I want the men responsible,” Bogdan told him. “I want the men who kept Jelena in that room. I want the men you paid money to before you raped her.”
Another tear ran down Diego’s face, and he fell silent. But Bogdan kept talking. 
“There were two Serbian men, one fat, one thin. The fat one’s dead. But the other one got away. I need a name,” Bogdan said, pressing his arm further into Diego’s chest. 
“I don’t know!” Diego answered, fighting back tears and trying to catch his breath. 
“That’s not good enough,” Bogdan told him. “Give me a name!”
Diego closed his eyes and swallowed hard, trying to get his breathing under control. Then he opened them and looked at Bogdan with hope in his eyes.
“If I give you a name, will you let me go?” he asked, pleading for a chance to escape.
Bogdan paused for a moment. 
“Yes,” he told him, unsure if he meant it but willing to say anything to get what he needed. 
Diego nodded, the sudden chance at freedom giving him encouragement and hope.
“I heard the fat guy on the phone outside the room when I went in,” Diego said before spitting out more blood. 
Some of it fell onto Bogdan’s white shirt sleeve, but he didn’t look at that. He just kept staring at Diego. 
“He was shouting at someone,” Diego said. “Most of it was in some foreign language. Serbian, I guess. But he kept saying a name. He kept saying Laslo.”
Bogdan thought about it. It was a Serbian name, and so it was possible it was the man they were looking for. 
“What else?” he asked, keeping Diego locked into position against the side of the container. 
“That’s all I know,” Diego replied. “Laslo. That’s all he said. Now please let me go.”
Diego was shaking again as Bogdan thought about the best way to proceed from here. But the more he thought about it, the more he realised there was no way he could let this man get away with what he had done. 
“What you did was wrong,” Bogdan told him.
“I know” Diego replied, still sobbing. “I’m sorry.”
“You should be in prison.”
“No. Please. I told you what I can. Please, you promised to let me go.”
But Bogdan didn’t care about that. He would try to track down Laslo, but that was a job for later Right now, he already had one criminal in his possession, and he wasn’t going to give that up. 
“Come on,” he said, dragging Diego away from the container and back towards the crowds on the other side of the barrier. 
“No, please!” Diego begged, stumbling around and almost falling to the floor before Bogdan pulled him back up. “I beg you, please don’t do this.”
But Bogdan ignored him because he had already made up his mind. 
He would take this man back into the festival, and back to where his security colleagues were standing. He would tell them what the man had done and get them to call the police. Only when they arrived would he loosen his grip and let him go. 
Then with the man safely locked away in the back of a police car, he would find Jelena and tell her what had happened. And then finally, when all the shock and adrenaline of the day had worn off, he would begin his next task. 
He would hunt down the man called Laslo. 
And this time he wouldn’t be handing him over to the police. This time, he would be giving out the punishment himself. 
Laslo won’t see the inside of a prison cell, Bogdan thought to himself. 
The last thing he sees will be a photo of Jelena. 
Right before I kill him. 



Next in the 20 Minute Series...
20 Minutes On Holiday
Things are hotting up as the series goes international...
Set a few short weeks after the events in the park, several characters will return, alongside many new ones, as the story moves from London to the rest of the world. Tropical beaches and glamorous cities are the scene for tales of love, regret and redemption. 
Will Valentin kill again? Will Joe ever pay for what he did to Louise? Will Bogdan find Laslo and get revenge for Jelena? 
20 Minutes. 20 People. 20 reasons this will be a holiday you will never forget.
OUT NOW
Read on for a sneak peek of the first chapter...



Jelena
Belgrade, Serbia
12:00 (Local time)
Jelena Markovic didn’t need a sunbed, or a pool, or a beach. She didn’t want a fancy hotel room, or somebody to carry her suitcase for her, or a private car to take her to and from the airport. Nor did she desire to see new places, or things, or join all the other tourists in long snaking queues. For her, the best place to take a holiday was right here. 
Home.
From where she was sitting on the small sofa in the tiny two-bedroom flat in which she grew up, she was getting all the sights, smells and sounds that made her feel so good. The sight of the family photos on the shelves, the faces in the pictures faded but comforting. The smell of the pot of goulash that her mother was preparing in the kitchen, making her stomach growl in hunger. And the sound of her sister in her bedroom, singing the same song that she would sing in her youth. 
There was no place like home, and there was no better place for Jelena to be right now, as she continued to recuperate from the events of the past few months. It had been her boyfriend Bogdan’s idea for them to return to their home country for a short visit, and she was glad he had talked her into making the trip over from London. They had been back in their homeland for four days and had enjoyed every minute of their time here so far. 
Jelena had introduced Bogdan to her family for the first time, and while he had been nervous about meeting them, she knew that they would love him. And she had been right of course. Her mother Anja hadn’t stopped feeding the pair of them since they had arrived on her doorstep and while Jelena had been sensible with her portions, Bogdan had not. He had already gained several pounds of weight over the short trip, although it was something he didn’t seem to mind too much. Her sister Petra had been just as welcoming to him, asking all about his family and working life and thanking him for taking good care of her younger sibling. 
The four of them had spent nearly every moment together since they were reunited and alongside all the homecooked meals and bottles of cheap wine, there had been many scenic walks around the city. They had passed through the peaceful Kalemegdan Park, gone around the stunning Temple of Saint Sava, and enjoyed many strolls along the banks of the Sava, the river that cuts right through the heart of the nation’s capital. 
She and Bogdan had held hands as they listened to Petra’s hilarious tales of ex-boyfriends and failed jobs and had snuggled in close as they watched Anja bring out the family photo album at every opportunity. It really had been the perfect trip, and while there were still a couple of days to go, Jelena and Bogdan had agreed that they would make the trip back to London to continue to pursue their life there when it was over.
Being back in Serbia, while nice to be around loved ones and familiar sights, had also reminded the couple of the many reasons why they had left in the first place. There was still much poverty in their neighbourhood. Anja and Petra were still clearly living on the breadline, surviving day to day in their tiny family home. Job opportunities here remained scarce for unskilled workers, and there were still signs of discontent amongst the population about the country’s leadership. And of course, there were numerous monuments around the city to the Eastern European conflicts of the 1990’s, battles that had scarred their childhoods and meant their youth had been a terrifying and dreadful time.
Jelena and Bogdan loved their nation and were proud of their heritage. Coincidentally they had both moved to London earlier in the year and had subsequently found each other in the most challenging of circumstances, but despite everything they had been through together there, they still believed that it was the best place to pursue their future. 
In the few private moments they had managed to get during their holiday back home, which had mainly been while they were resting in Petra’s bedroom, they had discussed making enough money in London to eventually bring the rest of her family over to join them one day. Through the use of sign language, in which they were both now fairly proficient since Jelena had lost her tongue at the hands of the sex traffickers, they had discussed how they could best help Petra and Anja find a better life too. 
But when Bogdan had brought this up with Jelena’s family, it had been quickly dismissed. Anja would never leave the flat she had lived in for four decades, as she was a proud sixty-one-year-old Serbian who would never abandon her home country no matter how promising another life might have been. Petra had also turned down the idea, saying she had many friends in the city and while they didn’t have much, they were content with what they did have, which was cheap meals, shared camaraderie and pleasant evenings down by the river when the seasons allowed outdoor leisure. 
Bogdan had told them that he would at least send them some money back each month, but Anja had dismissed that idea too. A proud independent woman, who still rose before dawn each day and barely sat down until dusk, she had thanked them but told them to keep any money they made for themselves. Petra too had been insistent that any new life they made for themselves in London should be for the two of them, and not to provide for loved ones back home. 
Bogdan assumed they were just being polite and displaying the typical Serbian stoic strength that so many of their countrymen were known for, but Jelena suspected that there were other reasons for her family not wanting their help. When she had left them at the start of the year, paying to be smuggled into the UK for the chance of a better life, her family had been more open to the idea of money being sent back to them once she was safely in her new country. But after the ordeal Jelena had endured in London, where the traffickers had kept her locked in a small room and only took her out to satisfy the desires of paying sex customers for four torturous months, she knew they no longer wished for her to send them money. The fact that she was even still alive had been all the news they had wanted to receive and after Bogdan had rescued her in the London Underground two months ago her family had been overjoyed. 
But Jelena also knew they felt guilty about what had happened to her.
While they hadn’t exactly discouraged her from taking the risk of being smuggled into England, they hadn’t actively discouraged it either. Money had always been a struggle in their household, and even after Jelena and Petra had grown up and were adults capable of finding work, their income had still been meagre. When Jelena had gone home one evening after a particularly bad day and told her mother and sister that she had been given the number of somebody who could get her into the UK and that there was a good job waiting for her at the other end, she had seen hope in their faces.
Unfortunately, the promise of a job in London had been a lie and, instead, Jelena had found herself being held captive under the control of two sex traffickers who had cut out her tongue after her first attempt at escape had failed. Jelena knew her mother and sister felt sorry for her but also guilty that they didn’t do more to stop her making the dangerous trip in the first place and so now that she had thankfully escaped and had met a good man in Bogdan, they just wanted her to be happy and keep whatever money she made for herself. 
But Jelena didn’t want them to feel sorry for her and turn down her future offers of help. She didn’t need sympathy, and she didn’t see herself as some invalid who couldn’t help her family, just because she had suffered some terrible ordeal at the hands of two evil men, one of whom was now dead and the other on the run. She was stronger than that, she was braver than that, and she was independent, even with all the assistance Bogdan was giving her. 
Not only did she believe she was capable of making a good life for herself in the UK now she was free, but she also felt that those horrendous four months when she was held in captivity wouldn’t define her for the rest of her life. She believed that she was now flourishing, even with her injuries, and that it was the men who had abused her who were suffering the consequences of that time. 
It had only been a month since Jelena had spotted the man in the park that had raped her during her time in captivity. It was the same man that she had bitten, tearing off a chunk of his ear as she fought to protect her body. Having passed on that information to Bogdan, she had seen him go in pursuit of the man, and while she didn’t know exactly what had happened between the two of them inside that music festival in Hyde Park, she had noticed the blood on his white shirt sleeve when he returned. 
He had also returned with one other thing. 
A name. 
It was the name of the second man that had kept Jelena captive. The name of the man that had killed his partner and escaped from the UK on a train to France before the authorities could catch up with him. 
Laslo. 
With that name, the police had been able to use their experts to search through databases in Serbia and social media to come up with a surname and find the photo of the man they had captured on CCTV, boarding the Eurostar to Paris from London St Pancras Station. 
And now they had it. 
His full name was Laslo Kovacic, and he was from a city called Pristina in the south of Serbia. The police there were now looking for the man, and while there hadn’t been any developments yet, there was at least hope, which was a lot more than there had been in the early days when all that remained of the evidence of his crimes had been a burning flat and the body of his dead partner inside.
Jelena didn’t know what had happened when Bogdan had pursued the man in the park. He wouldn’t give her details, but she assumed he had beaten the man until he had given him a name. She didn’t exactly want to know what had happened, because despite knowing that Bogdan was a strong, physical man, she preferred to think about his gentle, loving side. 
She didn’t want to think about how many times he may have punched the man in the face but rather how many hours he had put into learning sign language so he could communicate with her now that she had lost her ability to speak. 
She didn’t like to think about the rage that must have consumed him as he beat the man for answers, instead preferring to think about the passion he displayed when talking about his dreams of a better life for them. And she refused to let her mind go to the dark places that his surely went to when he thought about what he would do to Laslo if he ever got his hands on him, instead choosing to think about what kind of father Bogdan would be one day. 
Just thinking about him now made her miss him, even though it had only been a couple of hours since she had last seen him. He had left her mother’s home this morning to go and see an old friend just outside the city, and while he had promised to be back by nightfall, she still missed his presence and the option of nestling herself between his burly arms. 
Soon she would be sitting at the small kitchen table with her mother and sister. They would enjoy the delicious goulash together, humming along between mouthfuls to the Serbian songs playing on the radio. Then they might take a walk through the city, the three of them enjoying the warm sunshine and the sights of the capital thriving in the summer heat, before heading back to their small, homely flat to sit on the sofa and watch the television together. 
There, as darkness fell and her mother retired to bed early, she and her sister would wait up for Bogdan to return, probably finding him drunk and full of tales of his day. Finally, she and Bogdan would retire to the small bedroom she used to share with her sister, and fall asleep in each other’s arms, dreaming of a better life for them, their families and their fellow countrymen. 
At some point in the night, Jelena may wake up after suffering one of the night terrors she sometimes experienced as a result of the time she spent in captivity. The visions of being back in that locked room, beaten and betrayed, would sometimes return to her in the darkest hours of the night and she would find herself sitting up in bed, sweating and shivering and trying to fight an imaginary attacker. 
At that point, Bogdan would wrap his arms around her and tell her that everything is okay, that it was just a bad dream, and that she is safe now. Eventually, she would calm down and return her head to her pillow, and as Bogdan kissed her head and held her in his arms, she would drift off again into a more settled and peaceful sleep. 
She was stronger now than she had ever been. She was braver now than she had ever been. But she was also luckier now than she had ever been because she had Bogdan and she knew that as long as he was with her, everything was going to be alright. 
Find out what happens with Jelena, Bogdan and the rest of the characters in 20 Minutes on Holiday – Out Now
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