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There are over a billion journeys made on the London Underground each year.
This is just 20 of them.



June in London, England
Monday morning
Events take place between 07:48 - 08:08



Jelena
VICTORIA LINE: (Northbound)
Warren Street –> Euston
07:51
Jelena Markovic frantically ran down the steps of the train station escalator. She was barged, pushed and moaned at by nearly everyone she passed, but that was the least of her worries. She knew he was behind her, and he had always been quicker than she was. 
She reached the bottom and quickly scanned her surroundings. There was one tunnel straight ahead and one tunnel to her left. They had just come from the latter, so she took the one straight ahead. Hopefully, he would choose the wrong option, and she would be free. But knowing her luck, he would guess correctly and still be on her tail. She didn’t turn around to check. It would slow her down and waste precious seconds. She just had to keep running. 
The opportunity to escape had come from nowhere. He had led her up the escalator and was taking her towards the exit barriers, just like all the other times he had done it over the last couple of months. His hand had gripped her thin arm tightly for the duration of the journey, which had also been completely normal. They had both remained silent, as always, though of course for him it was through choice. She had made eye contact with several strangers in the tube carriage on the way, but there was only so much you could say non-verbally and no matter how hard she tried nobody ever seemed to realise she was using her eyes to beg for help.  Yes, it had just been like all the other times they had made the journey. 
Until suddenly it wasn’t. 
This time there had been one crucial difference. It was the difference that meant she was now running free through the Underground instead of being led back to that hellhole of a flat where the men were waiting. 
Someone shouted at her to stop running as she sprinted down the tunnel. But it didn’t bother her because it was just a stranger saying it. It wasn’t him. Maybe he wasn’t behind her now. There was only one way to find out, but she still couldn’t bear to look. She just kept running. 
She reached another escalator and descended it even quicker than the last one. The crowds had thinned out down here, which made her journey faster, and within seconds, she was on the platform. She hadn’t even checked to see if this was the northbound or southbound platform. But that wasn’t critical. All that mattered was that she got on the next train and he didn’t. 
It started with a low rumbling in the distance. As Jelena looked down the tunnel, she saw the first evidence of lights glowing in the darkness. Within seconds, they were almost blinding. She knew it would only be a matter of time before the train roared into the station, shattering what little peace there was with the sound of squealing brakes, before unleashing another load of commuters onto the platform.
The rumbling reminded Jelena of the bombs she would hear bursting in the distance as a young girl in her native Serbia. The bright lights were reminiscent of the flashing that accompanied the explosions, which would illuminate the one-room bedsit she shared with her mother and sister. When the light was blinding, it meant the bomb was bigger. And closer. But it also meant the glow would last longer and give her a few more seconds to make out the pictures stuck to the wall. They were the drawings she and her sister had created during the day while her mother was out trying to find food. But if the bombs were really close, the vibrations would cause the drawings to fall from the walls along with anything else that wasn’t fixed down. And finally, just like the commuters surging from within the train, one day, the soldiers had surged through her family’s front door. When they had left, much like a train platform, there was silence again. Until the next time. Though she was now in her twenties, thoughts of her childhood returned to her as regularly as trains came through this station. 
As the passengers disembarked, Jelena pushed past them to get into the carriage. She was slammed into hard by an older man with a briefcase strap on his shoulder, but the shock of the impact affected him more than her. She was used to it, and while he turned to look at her, disgruntled and aghast, she just carried on moving. 
She was under the fluorescent lighting of the carriage now, away from the crazy platform. But it was still just as hectic in here. She squeezed herself into a small space as far from the open door as she could get, then silently prayed for the doors to close. After what felt like forever, but was no more than a couple of seconds, the warning alarm sounded, signifying that the doors were obeying her wishes. 
“Please stand clear of the closing doors.” 
With a whooshing sound, they were shut. Jelena could breathe again. Until the doors suddenly reopened, and she felt her breath catch in her throat.
“Please ensure all bags and coats are inside the train and not obstructing the doors.”
Jelena held her breath as more seconds ticked by, seconds that were giving her pursuer the chance to catch up. The delay might be insignificant. She could still be fine. Or it might have been just enough of a hold up to allow him to make it onto the same train as her. 
Eventually, the beeping sounded again, and the doors finally closed for a second time. This time they remained sealed, and with a jarring lurch, the train was on its way. It was impossible to tell if he had made it on board with her. She was surrounded by so many other people that she couldn’t even see if he was in her carriage, let alone any of the other carriages. All she could do was think positive thoughts. He wasn’t on this train. She had escaped him. 
She felt a strong elbow dig into the left side of her ribs but was relieved to see it was just another passenger jockeying for position. For a split second, the feeling of it had transported her back to that flat, and in her mind’s eye she saw him again - the tall, thin man in the dark grey suit, no older than thirty. At first, he hadn’t seemed like the others. They were usually older and balder and fatter and grumpier. But he was youthful. Kinder. Happier. It’s amazing how wrong you can be about someone just from judging them by their appearance. It turned out he had been the worst one. 
Whereas the older men were pleased just to be inside her, that wasn’t enough for him. He wasn’t content with knowing he was causing her emotional distress by raping her. He wanted to cause physical pain too. Slapping. Punching. Kicking. Maybe he had paid extra for that. All she knew was that he had given her scars that she would carry forever. 
Hopefully, when she took the police to that flat, they would find him and arrest him. Maybe they would catch them all, and maybe she could save the other girls. There had to be others. She had never met any of them, but there must be more. It was highly unlikely she was the only one forced into doing that kind of work because she had been smuggled over with at least twenty other women when she had made the illegal journey from Belgrade to Dover at the end of last year. Jelena thought she had been paying for an exciting new life in the UK, but upon arrival in her new country, she had quickly discovered that she was caught up in a sex trafficking nightmare from which there had been seemingly no escape. 
The thought of another woman chained up and being made to satisfy paying customers for months on end was powerful enough to remind her that she hadn’t actually made good on her freedom yet. She was still a long way from getting to a police station. By the time she got there maybe the flat would have been cleared, and they would be gone. But she had to at least try. 
She looked at the map of the Underground above her head and tried to figure out where she was going. She had no idea which direction she was travelling in. According to the map, the next station was either Oxford Circus or Euston. Either would be fine. They were both busy stations, and more crowds meant less chance of being seen by anyone who might be looking for her. Truthfully, anywhere was better than where she had been going. 
For a second, she thought about staying on the tube and going further, to put as much distance between herself and him as possible. But that was risky. Maybe he had gone above ground and made a phone call. There might be people looking out for her on the line. She needed to get onto the streets as quickly as possible and disappear into the city. 
The train slowed a little in the tunnel, and the motion spun her into the burly man standing behind her. His expression showed annoyance, up until the split second when he registered her attractiveness. Then he smiled. 
She opened her mouth, and his smile quickly vanished. 
She turned away from him again. He was probably still looking at her, but that was fine as long as he didn’t touch. Because now she was free, she could fight back. She had tried fighting back once, with one of the first customers she had been forced to be with. She had bitten into the man’s ear as he pushed down on top of her, and there had been a lot of blood and a lot of screaming. Having half his ear ripped off probably hadn’t been what he had imagined when he had handed over his money for an hour in a room with an Eastern European woman. But the beating she took after that was enough to stop her trying it again. 
Initially, she thought all the bruises and broken bones would make her less appealing to the other customers and that she would get a break. Unfortunately, that hadn’t been the case. She had ended up being just as busy as she had been before, but it was a lot more painful. She wondered about the man whose ear she had chewed off and how he explained it to other people in his life. His partner. His boss. His children. He had probably blamed it on a dog or an assault in a pub. At least every time he looked in the mirror, he would remember her, just like every time she looked in the mirror, she would remember every single man she had been forced to be with.
“The next station is Euston. Change here for Victoria Line and National Rail services.” 
The sound of the announcement was enough to push thoughts of the past from her mind and refocus her on the immediate future. She was travelling northbound. Not that it really mattered, but after a lifetime of uncertainty, just knowing which tiny part of the map she was on in this huge city was comforting.  
Jelena braced herself as the brakes were applied again and the train began to slow down in preparation for its arrival on the next platform. Whereas before she couldn’t wait for the doors to close, now she couldn’t wait for them to open. The passengers were already jostling towards the exits, and she allowed herself to be carried along by their momentum.  
The doors opened, and the contents of the carriage spilled onto the platform. Jelena scurried through the throngs of passengers, following the exit signs. It felt like forever since she had been outside in the fresh air. But now, she was close.
She took the escalator two steps at a time, finding boundless energy in her once broken and depleted body. All she had to do was get through the ticket barriers, and she would be out. 
The ticket barriers. 
Of course, she had no ticket. He had always used his Oyster card to take her between the flat where she was kept and the flat where she was made to work. Without a ticket, she wouldn’t be able to get to the exit. But she wasn’t going to let such a tiny detail stop her now. She had spent enough time using the Underground to notice people without tickets sneaking through behind paying passengers. All it took was speed, and she had plenty of that today.
She headed for the widest gate, the one designed for passengers with large luggage and, more importantly, the one where the gates don’t close as quickly as the others. She spotted a Chinese man with a blue suitcase tapping his Oyster card on the barrier and saw the gates swinging open for him. He dragged the suitcase through behind him, and Jelena was hot on his heels. She was through the barriers before they had time even to begin their process of closure. She was now mere feet from the final escalator, which would take her up to ground level and into the crisp London air. 
Jelena was just about to start running again when she felt a hand on her shoulder. 
She stopped dead in her tracks. Surely it wasn’t him. A ticket officer must have seen her sneaking through without payment and followed her out. He was just doing his job. But he had no idea how insignificant it was in the grand scheme of things. Explaining the situation would be difficult, but she had no choice. His grip was too strong. Jelena turned around and looked for the ticket inspector. But there was none. 
It was him.
She felt the strong grip on her small arm grow even tighter as her captor leaned into her and whispered that they would harm her sister if she didn’t comply. She felt the life drain from her body as she was led back towards the ticket barriers. She wanted to call out. To beg for help. To tell everyone who this man was and where he was taking her. But she couldn’t. It was the same reason she hadn’t been able to ask for help on the tube today or any other day she had been on it. It was the reason the man in her carriage had stopped smiling at her when she opened her mouth. 
When Jelena had first discovered what her captors planned to use her for in the UK, the threats to her family back home had been enough to make her comply with their orders. But after a while she had begun to sense that the threats to her loved ones weren’t entirely credible, so she had started to look harder for an opportunity to escape. When the van they usually used to transport her to work had broken down by the roadside with her in the back, her captors had begun taking her on the tube instead. 
That was her opportunity. 
Worn down by several weeks of physical and emotional abuse and despite the continued threats to her family in Serbia if she tried anything, she had called out to a passing woman for help when entering a station. 
Unfortunately, the men had dragged her away before the woman had been able to raise the alarm and, as unappealing as it was, she had presumed another simple beating would be her punishment. But her captor’s evil knew no bounds and one of the first things they had done when they had her back in their flat was to engage the services of an Eastern European surgeon who most definitely wasn’t on any kind of medical board in the UK. The operation he performed to remove half of her tongue had been a success in as much as it had left her completely incapable of speaking and therefore shouting for help ever again. The fact that she had been left sounding like an incoherent mute had done nothing to put off the customers who paid for the experience of being with her. Just like the sound of her trying to shout for help as she was dragged back to the tube was doing nothing amongst the din that accompanied rush hour in the Underground.
Jelena had only been seconds away from freedom, but now she was seconds away from being back on the escalator, heading back to the tube and back to that flat, and back to the men who were waiting for her. 



Harry
DISTRICT LINE: (Westbound)
Upton Park –> Tower Hill
08:03
Harry Baxter kept pulling frantically on his school bag, but it was no good. The straps were stuck in the door, causing him to panic. What if his bag was sucked out into the tunnel when the train started moving? What if he was sucked out with it? It was a terrifying thought, and Harry’s stress levels continued to rise. He knew the train would start any minute, and his bag was stuck, and he was stuck, and he didn’t know what to do...
The train doors reopened, and Harry almost fell forwards into the busy carriage as his backpack was released. 
“Keep your bags and coats inside the doors, or you will delay the train.” 
The grumpy voice of the train driver over the tannoy system was met by several tuts and groans from passengers within Harry’s carriage. They were all in a rush, and there always had to be one idiot that spoiled it for everyone by obstructing the doors. 
The doors closed again, thankfully staying that way this time, and soon enough the train was on its way. Harry saw a middle-aged woman glaring at him and quickly lowered his eyes. She had obviously seen what had happened with his bag and blamed him for the delay. But Harry didn’t think it was his fault. If the people by the doors had moved in just a little more, then he would have been able to get in quicker. He couldn’t believe how busy it was on here and how rude everyone seemed to be. No one was talking or looking at each other. It was all just shoulder barging and silence. 
He checked on the woman and saw that her head was buried in her phone again, just like everyone else on here. If this was the real world for adults, then Harry never wanted to grow up. He was stressed enough as it was without being surrounded by moody grown-ups. 
He felt the wave of butterflies swarming in his stomach again and knew they would only grow stronger the closer he got to his destination. He thought about getting off at the next stop and going back the way he had come. If he got off now, he could still make it back in time for the start of school. He had his uniform on, and no one would ever need to know about his little detour. 
It was a tempting thought and definitely the easier of the two options he had given himself this morning. It had been a choice between going into class like normal or going into the city, finding the office he wanted and asking at the reception for the man he believed to be his father. He didn’t have to do it today. He could take more time to think about it. Maybe having someone with him would make the journey easier.
He listened to the voice of doubt in his mind, and just when it seemed it might be victorious, he forced it to be silent. He had made his decision and he was going to stick with it. He’d never believed he would get this opportunity and now he had it he couldn’t let it go. Besides, he had been thinking about making this trip every day for the last three weeks, ever since he had discovered the Facebook message on his mum’s phone that had given him the information he needed. 
He had been playing for the school team on a wet Tuesday night and was feeling pretty good after scoring two goals and helping his team to a 4-2 victory. It was a great result, and one that had moved his team to within a point of the league leaders, St Anne’s, who were known as the best football side in the area. There were three games to go, including one against the leaders themselves, and if they could win them all, then Harry’s team would be champions. A thrilling thought indeed and one that was enough to keep his spirits up as he waited for his mum to come and pick him up after the match had ended. It wasn’t like her to be late, but she was that night. 
The car park had quickly emptied, and Harry had been left standing alone. He had turned down the offer of a lift with his friend Mustaf because his mum had promised she would get him and that they would stop off at Nando’s on the way home. He hadn’t had a Nando’s in ages and had spent most of the day thinking about what he was going to order off the menu. Butterfly chicken and sweet potato had been the current favourite. But here he was, tired and wet, with an empty stomach, waiting for his mum to appear. Nando’s never felt so far away.
He checked his mobile again, but there had been no messages, so he had decided to scroll through Twitter to pass the time while he waited. It still felt like such a novelty to have his own phone, and he was glad his mum had finally given in and let him choose one. Most people in his year had owned a phone for a while, but his mum had made him wait. She still thought he was too young for one. Obviously, he had disagreed. He was twelve, and even nine-year-olds had mobiles these days. He would be turning thirteen in five months, and he was beginning to fear that he would be the only teenager in the country without a phone in his pocket. Thankfully she had eventually given in to his constant demands and taken him to the phone store in Stratford to help him choose a handset. He was now the proud owner of an iPhone 8, and while some of his mates had newer models, the main thing for him was that he wasn’t known as the only guy in the year without a phone anymore.
Finally, his mum had turned up, and he had dived into the car to take cover from the weather. She was massively apologetic and said she had been held up at work. He didn’t mind; he just really wanted to get to Nando’s. Unfortunately, she had said she needed to drop something off at her friend’s house first, so their evening meal would have to wait ten minutes more. Harry had huffed and puffed but ultimately didn’t have much choice. 
At the friend’s house, his mum had quickly parked and run inside, saying she’d be back in five minutes, so Harry had sat alone in the car, scrolling through Twitter and trying to ignore the sounds of starvation coming from his stomach. While on the app, he had come across a funny video about a parent trying to get their child to clean their bedroom. It reminded him of his daily arguments with his mum about the state of his room, and so he forwarded the link to her phone for her to see later. As soon as he had sent it, then he had heard a small bleep from beneath his seat and had looked down to see his mother’s Samsung Galaxy lying in the footwell. Being the inquisitive child that he was, he had picked it up, and that was when he had noticed the unread message on the screen. It was from his mum’s friend Michelle and it said:
“I think I’ve just seen Harry’s dad.” 
This had been something Harry couldn’t just ignore, the main reason being that up to that point in his life, he had had no idea who his dad was. 
He clicked on the message to open it and was met with the unlock code request. He knew it used to be his birthday, 26th October, and so typed in 2610. The phone had unlocked instantly, and the conversation was now available to him. He scrolled up past a few of the previous messages in the chat history to see if there was anything else about his father, but it just seemed to be some talk about Love Island and plans for next weekend. So, he scrolled back down to the last message and saw it had been sent ten minutes ago. Without even thinking it through, he had replied. 
“Where are you?”
He had hit send and glanced at the house. There was no sign of his mum yet, so he had looked back at the phone, not sure if he was going to get a response. Then he had seen the little bubbles appear on the screen, which signified that the other person was typing. A minute later, a new message came through.
“All Bar One at Tower Bridge. He’s sitting at one of the other tables.”
Harry had felt his heart rate increasing. He couldn’t believe this was happening. He thought about his next response. Then he had an idea.
“No way, send a photo.”
He hit send again. Then waited. And waited. Nothing was happening. His mum would be back any minute. Why wasn’t she sending a photo through?
Suddenly, a photo had flashed up on the screen. It showed a tall, dark-haired man in a suit. He looked to be around forty and was smiling as he held a pint of beer while looking at the attractive woman sitting opposite him. 
Harry couldn’t believe it. 
Was this man was his father? 
Another message came through right after the photo.
“That’s him, right?” 
Harry had heard a front door opening and seen that his mum was on her way back to the car, so he had quickly forwarded the photo to his own phone and deleted the stream of messages he had sent and received. He had then put her phone back into the footwell just as the car door opened.
Harry had no idea what he had ordered that night at Nando’s. His head had been spinning with the information he had received. He couldn’t believe he had a photo of his father on his phone now. A man he had never seen. A man he had spent most of his life trying to visualise. A man his mother refused to talk about with him. But now that he had the photo, she was going to have to. Which was why at the end of the meal Harry had taken out his phone, opened the photo and held it out to show her.
“Mum, who is this?” he had asked her, as simple as that.
Her face had instantly told him what he needed to know. This man was clearly the person she had been keeping secret from him for all these years. 
After she had grabbed the phone from his hand and dragged him out of the restaurant back to the car, they had driven home in silence. Harry asked again about the man before he went to bed, but nothing was forthcoming. He had told her it wasn’t fair she was keeping it from him, and that he had a right to know. After both of them had said some pretty terrible things, he had eventually given up and gone to bed. 
About an hour later, his mum had entered his room and sat on the edge of his bed. She had clearly been crying. Just like he had. She apologised for what she had said and then proceeded to tell him all about the man in the photo. His name was Craig, and she had met him on a night out in London. They had got on well and spent the evening together. She had tried to meet up with him again for a proper date, but he had not replied to any of her messages. A few weeks later, she had discovered she was pregnant. Harry had asked how she knew he was the father. She said because he was the only man that she had been with in that time period. She had tried to contact Craig again but didn’t say why. Eventually, he had replied with a text that said, “stop messaging me you psycho, haven’t you ever heard of a one night stand?” and after that, she hadn’t bothered to message him ever again. He hadn’t seemed like the kind of man she wanted to be around ever again. Whether that was a mistake or not wasn’t for her to say. She had just done what she felt was right for Harry. They had hugged and left it at that.  
What Harry hadn’t told his mum was that after this conversation, he had put the man’s name into various social media sites in an attempt to find him using the photo he had. He had found Craig’s Facebook account, but it was set to private, which meant he couldn’t see much other than a couple of photos he had used as his profile picture. One was of him in Ibiza with his arms around two women who looked at least twenty years younger than him. The other was of him drinking a pint of beer in a rooftop bar. Harry’s searches on Twitter and Instagram hadn’t found any matches. Then he had tried LinkedIn, and it was there that he had not only been able to find his father’s profile but also see his current place of work. 
Barringdon Insurers in Central London. 
Harry had sat on this information for three weeks until he had woken up this morning and made the decision to turn up at the offices of Barringdon and ask to see Craig. He wasn’t sure if they would let him, but he just wanted the man to know that he had a son. Whatever he did with that information was up to him. Harry was being given a great childhood by his mother. If his father didn’t want to see him after today, that was fine. But he had to at least know that he had tried.
The train’s brakes were suddenly deployed, and Harry clung onto the handrail for dear life as the momentum in the carriage shifted everybody about. The train remained stationary in the tunnel for several minutes before eventually, the driver gave everyone on board an update. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, I apologise for the delay to your journey this morning, but I have just been informed of an incident on the District Line at Cannon Street involving a person on the tracks. This service will be terminating at the next station.”
There were loud moans and groans from all the people around Harry, but the young boy didn’t really understand what the announcement meant. A person on the tracks? Why would somebody be on the tracks? Surely that was dangerous? He tapped the middle-aged man beside him on the arm and asked him what was happening.
“Some idiot has killed himself and made us all late for work,” the man snapped back, clearly in no mood to talk. 
Harry couldn’t believe what he had just heard, and as the train finally moved onto the next station, where everybody would have to disembark, he wondered who it was that had died just a few stops ahead of him.  



Craig
DISTRICT LINE: (Eastbound)
Cannon Street –> Tower Hill
07:57
Craig Miller rubbed his bloodshot eyes and stared at the streaky line of cocaine on the toilet seat in front of him. This wasn’t his usual way of starting the week, but then again this wasn’t a typical Monday morning.
He jabbed at the pure white powder with his credit card. It was all that remained of the bag he had purchased on Friday afternoon, just before another standard weekend of debauchery had begun. Friday morning had been a huge success for him. He had landed a major client for his employer, one that would bring in six figures of profit a year to the company, and so to celebrate he had taken his team out for a liquid lunch. Truth be told, the party hadn’t really stopped until Sunday morning when he had been rudely awoken by a phone call from a colleague.
At the time of the call, Craig had been lying face down on his bed beside the expensive escort he had treated himself to as a reward for another long week in the office. The ringing phone had eventually woken them both up on the seventh ring, the combination of coke and cocktails they had consumed the night before having rendered them practically comatose. When he had finally answered the phone, he had been in no fit state to hold a decent conversation and so had instructed whoever was on the other end to just text him. The caller had been Keith Jones, the sixty-one-year-old Head of Compliance at Barringdon Insurers, who told him this was not something they could discuss over a text message. In fact, it wasn’t something they should be discussing at all, which was why Keith confessed to making his end of the call from a payphone. 
“What is this about?” Craig had asked, as the blonde woman stirred beside him. He watched as she fumbled with the coke tray and knocked it onto the floor. He hadn’t objected as she had slid out of the bed and onto the carpet. 
“This is a heads up,” Keith had told him ominously. “There’s a meeting tomorrow morning at eight thirty. Me, you, Matt and Cath.”
As he listened, Craig had had the faint recollection of seeing a meeting request flash up on his mobile phone the previous evening while he was in the toilets of Annabelle’s, the exclusive bar in Mayfair. With it being a Saturday night, he’d just ignored it. 
Did that really warrant a wake-up call from Compliance on a Sunday morning?
Craig certainly didn’t think so, until Keith went on to explain the meeting agenda, the details of which had been kept purposefully vague should Craig have bothered to try and read the invitation when he received it. Apparently, some irregularities had been discovered regarding certain insurance pay-outs. The pay-outs in question had all been authorised by Matt, who was the only one with clearance to sign off such high amounts. The issue was that when these pay-outs had been brought to Matt’s attention, he claimed to have no knowledge of them. After a little digging, it had become clear that they hadn’t been signed by him at all. They had been forged by the person benefitting from the pay-outs.
Craig Miller. 
The scale of the scam wasn’t fully clear yet, but there was evidence to prove that it had been going on for a while. The reason Keith was calling Craig from a phone box and not on his company mobile or home landline was to prepare his colleague for the ambush he was going to walk into at the office tomorrow morning. 
Craig’s entire body had turned cold at the news. 
He knew the game was up. The game he had been playing so well for all these years. The game he had almost mastered and which had earned him over £400,000 since he had begun playing it. But now it was over. Full time. 
Finished. 
Keith rambled on for a few more minutes about how he was sure it was a mistake and that he was looking into it, but he was just being polite, and Craig knew it. They must have enough evidence, and the police were probably already on standby. The generous tip-off was likely down to an old debt of gratitude Keith owed Craig ever since the old man had got drunk at a staff party seven years earlier and ended up in bed with one of the office cleaners. Craig had paid the woman off to ensure the secret never got out, especially to Keith’s wife, and this was obviously Keith’s way of saying thank you for saving his marriage. Now the debt was repaid. Craig had ended the phone call while Keith was still talking. 
He leaned over the toilet seat and looked again at the straggly line of white powder running across it. He hadn’t done a very good job of straightening it up with the credit card, but between his shaking hands and his scrambled brain, it was the best he could do. When he had purchased the drugs, he had planned to save this last bit until Monday lunchtime, for some point during the weekly sales meeting he had with his team in the pub around the corner from the office. It would have been a great meeting. They had hit all their targets last week. More accurately, they had smashed them. Most impressive amongst the team had been Joe, the twenty-nine-year-old sales executive who Craig had taken under his wing in the two and a half years since Joe had joined on a trainee scheme. But there would be no meeting today. There would be no more meetings ever again, actually. That was the silver lining to the dark cloud that was hanging over this toilet cubicle in the basement of Cannon Street tube station. 
After the phone call from Keith, Craig had spent the rest of Sunday getting his affairs in order. It had been an embarrassingly easy affair in the end. Any money he had was likely to be seized by the authorities once the investigation began and anybody that he sent it to would just be implicated, not that there were many options there anyway.  A consequence of his time spent living to excess in the capital had been the state of his personal life. Forty-two years old and unmarried, with no children, at least that he was aware of, and no hobbies unless you counted the regular substance abuse with work colleagues and clients after office hours, meant everything Craig had was tied up in his job. But now that his illegal scheme had been rumbled, the social life, the drugs, the women and the camaraderie of being part of a sales team would all be swept away like cocaine off a toilet seat.
As soon as Keith had given him the news, Craig had known what he was going to do. It had been a relatively quick decision once he had considered the best-case scenario based on other examples of insurance fraud in the city. Six years of prison time, minimum. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he would, of course, be barred from working in the insurance industry again, which meant that all the knowledge, contacts and experience he had gained over the past twenty years would be worthless. By the time he got out of prison, he would be pushing fifty, with no prospect of working in any industry involving financial transactions again. He didn’t need a career advisor to tell him there would be very little out there for him when he was released. And that was just professionally. 
In the end, it had been an easy decision for him. His decision had no doubt been helped by the copious amounts of narcotics in his depleted system, but it was a decision, nonetheless. Prison wasn’t an option. Starting again wasn’t an option. 
And going into the office today for that eight-thirty meeting definitely wasn’t an option. 
Without further ado, he pushed his nose into the toilet seat and snorted the whole line. He’d done so much cocaine over the years that it took a lot more than this to give him a buzz. But it would at least take the edge off and hopefully give him the courage to go through with his plan.
After a moment to let the drugs enter his system, he climbed unsteadily to his feet. As he did, a half-empty bottle of whisky rolled away from him and went underneath the partition, entering the next cubicle. It was okay; there was no one in there. He was currently the only one in the toilets, which at this early hour was not really a surprise. He knew from experience that these were amongst the nicer public toilets in the area, so there were unlikely to be any drug addicts shuffling around in here like zombies before 8 am. 
Besides him anyway. 
Craig took a deep breath and unlocked the cubicle door. As he stepped outside, he caught sight of himself in the dirty glass mirror opposite. He was clearly a mess despite the fact that he was wearing his favourite suit, a perfectly tailored piece he had bought on Saville Row over a year ago. After four fittings, parting with £3500 and waiting eight weeks for it to be ready, he had to say it was worth it. He had worn it on Friday when he had given the sales pitch that had landed the big client, as well as at numerous corporate events and social functions. It was definitely a suit for a special occasion and today was such a day. 
He stumbled into the adjacent cubicle and retrieved the bottle of whisky from the tiles. A quick swig and he was on his way again, lumbering out the door and into the bright lights of the corridor. Out here, he could hear the commuters surging across the gangway above him as he climbed the staircase. All of them were on their way to start another week of work, and he longed to be a part of that world just one more time, so he took a final drink from the bottle and left it on the stairs. He was going to have to try and blend in as best he could for the next few moments. The last thing he wanted now was to be stopped by a concerned train station employee or member of the public. 
He reached the top of the stairs and saw the crowds flooding out of the station. He followed them, unsteady on his feet but not too bad considering what he had in his system right now. As he walked, his thoughts drifted to the office where he was expected to be in around half an hour’s time. Keith was probably already there. He commuted in from Hastings so he was usually in the office early so he could get out in good time in the afternoon. Cath from HR would likely still be on her way in, grabbing a mocha and the bagel she always tried to resist but never could. 
It was funny, but out of all the women that he had worked with in his time at Barringdon, she was one of the few he hadn’t tried to sleep with. They’d got drunk together a few times, and it had been suggested that it could have gone further, but he saw her more as a friend than anything else. He didn’t say that about many women, but he had come to like her in more than a superficial way after all the long chats they had held in her office discussing HR policies and ways to keep the team happy despite the long hours and stressful targets. She was older than him by eleven years, and he liked that about her. She was worldly, a divorcee with two sons, and he had enjoyed her wisdom as much as he had enjoyed the harmless flirting and occasional late-night takeaways at her desk. He felt a pang of shame about how she would react to the news. Of course, she would be shocked. Everybody would. But he didn’t really care about anyone else. They had all just been pawns who he had manipulated to advance his own development. But Cath had been one of the few who he hadn’t used for his personal gain. She was a good person, and now she would have to deal with the fallout of his actions. 
The other attendee due in the meeting was Matt Ryan, the director of the branch and a man who Craig had viewed as merely keeping the seat warm for him one day. Their relationship had always been strictly business. Matt was a straight shooter who had made it to the top by taking very few risks. But to Craig, he represented the old guard. Craig saw himself as the future. Or at least that had been the plan. 
He made his way towards the entrance to the tube. Most of the commuters were walking towards him, and he bumped into a couple of them. If they had really looked at him, they could probably have seen that he was under the influence of something, but this was London on a Monday morning. Nobody made eye contact with anyone if it could be avoided. 
He descended the stairs surprisingly quickly and realised the cocaine was affecting him a little more than he expected. Or maybe it was just the adrenaline building. Either way, he was feeling slightly better than he had expected to at this point. 
After descending further, he was eventually on the eastbound platform for the District line, the one he regularly used for the final part of his commute to the office in Tower Hill. He saw that the next train was due in two minutes and so found himself a space towards the end of the platform, slowly stepping up to the yellow line that forms the only barrier between the waiting passengers and the abyss of the tracks.
He looked behind him at the sign on the wall and smiled to himself. It was only apt that it would all end here, in the bowels of Cannon Street. After all, this had been the place where it had all begun for him when he had arrived as a fresh-faced twenty-two-year-old, just off the train from Tonbridge on his way to his first day at Barringdon. He could never have imagined the things he was going to experience over the next twenty years. 
This was the place it had all begun. It was only right that this would be the place where it all ended. 
With the train due in one minute, he took a deep breath and looked down onto the track below. Almost immediately, he saw something moving in the darkness and realised it was a small rat running wild beneath the cold hard steel of the tracks. It was tiny, and for a split second, Craig had an overwhelming urge to reach down and try and pick it up. But that would be impossible. It was far too small and fast to be captured by a lumbering businessman who was high as a kite. So instead he just kept his eye on the small rodent as it scurried away down the tracks until it was lost to the darkness forever.
Craig kept his eyes on the tracks as he heard the rumbling begin. He kept his eyes on the tracks as he saw the flash of yellow light in the corner of his vision. And he kept his eyes on the tracks as he jumped out directly in front of the 08:02 District Line service to Upminster.



Louise
BAKERLOO LINE: (Southbound)
Kilburn Park –> Waterloo
07:55
Louise Robertson’s eyes had been on the woman’s handbag as soon as she had entered her carriage. It was a dark blue Longchamp with brown handles. The owner of the bag was probably in her late twenties, just like Louise. She also wore an expensive-looking office suit, and had nice hair. Nicer than hers anyway, Louise thought. That was all the justification she needed to do what she was about to do. 
She had learnt that the best place to do this was at the end of a carriage on one of those little standing seats. That way you are still on your feet and therefore mobile, but you’re also on the outskirts of the carriage and therefore on the outskirts of everyone else’s mind. The seat closest to the opening door is best. You can spot potential marks entering, and you also have the quick escape route should anybody notice what you just did. 
So that was where Louise was. Standing up by the door, perched on the seat and looking at the woman with the dark blue bag right in front of her. The time of day was critical to the success of this plan too. If the carriage was too quiet, there would be too much space between the travellers, and it would be impossible to get close to a target. It would also make it easier for other people to spot what she was up to. That’s why rush hour was perfect. With everyone crammed in together and every possible space filled, things were much easier. 
She thought she would have been caught by now. After all, it had been over four months since she had started doing this. It began on that cold winter’s morning back in February when she had squished herself into the carriage on her way to her receptionist role at Z3 Group, a digital design company based ten minutes away from the capital’s busiest train station, Waterloo. At the time, her head had been spinning with the events of the previous evening when her ex-boyfriend Joe had paid her an unexpected visit. He had turned up at her flat just after midnight, blind drunk after a night spent entertaining clients for the Insurance company he worked for in the city. She, meanwhile, had been in bed, desperately trying to get eight hours sleep before another mind-numbing day on the front desk. That was until her buzzer went and she had to answer it before it woke up everyone else in the block.
Joe wanted to come in. She had told him no. But he was wasted, and she hadn’t been with anyone since they had broken up just before Christmas so against her better judgement, she had let him in. She only realised how inebriated he was when she saw him. The guy could barely stand, and he had no suit jacket on despite it being a typically freezing cold winter’s night. Straight away, she knew it had been a mistake to open her door to him. 
But it was too late. 
He had been pleased to see her and had given her a massive hug to emphasise this. Then he had tried to snog her. She had declined but did allow him into her bed as he was clearly in no state to go back out again on his own. As he crashed out on the bed beside her, she had told him in no uncertain terms that nothing would happen tonight. He had then tried to initiate sex, and as much as she had missed him, she had resisted. She told him that they could talk in the morning but that there was no chance of anything happening while he was in this state. He explained to her what an idiot he had been and how he missed her. She asked him whether he had been with anyone else since they separated. He said no. She didn’t really believe him. It didn’t matter. Within minutes he was asleep. The loud snoring that had been such a part of their relationship was now back in her bedroom. But weirdly she didn’t mind. It felt nice to have him back in her bed. But they did need to have that talk in the morning. 
It was some time in the middle of the night when she had woken up to the feeling of him on top of her. He was very heavy, like a dead weight. She had tried to push him off but couldn’t. She had tried to speak, but the force on her chest had taken the air out of her. That’s when she had begun to panic. 
Why did he want to hurt her? 
What had she done to deserve this? 
It was when she tried to move her legs that she realised what he was really doing. He had forced her legs open and was working his way between them. She wanted him to stop. But it was so hard to move or even breathe, let alone speak. 
When it was finally over and he had rolled back onto his side of the bed, she hadn’t moved for a few minutes. Fear, shock, disgust, whatever it was, it had taken all the energy from her body and left her lying motionless beside the man she could no longer trust. It was only when she heard his heavy breathing turn into loud snoring again that her emotions turned to anger, and she found the strength to hit him and kick him and cause him to grab his things and scurry out of the flat. He was so dishevelled and hungover he hadn’t put up much of a fight.  
At the time, she hadn’t known what to do. The fact that the night had begun with her alone in bed and had ended with her in the same position had almost made the whole thing seem like a bad dream. She had got up, showered, got dressed for work and headed for the tube. Because doing anything else at that moment would have been an acknowledgement that it was real, and she wanted to try and push that thought from her mind for as long as possible. 
On the tube that morning she had found herself in the usual position of being wedged in between two other commuters, though the pressure of their bodies on hers felt nothing like the pressure she had felt from Joe the previous night. At least here she felt in control. That was when she saw it. The edge of the brown leather wallet sticking out of the side pocket of the man’s grey coat. On any other day, it probably wouldn’t have even registered. Her eyes would have flicked harmlessly from the wallet to the man to the tube map and to any one of the other several dozen faces packed into the carriage. But on that day, after what had just happened, for some reason she felt the urge to take it. Instinctively, she had reached out, pinched the edge of the wallet with her second and third finger and removed it from the coat before dropping it into the pocket of her own. It had been as easy as that. 
Nobody said anything. Nobody saw anything. The train stopped at the next station, and the man got off. Louise carried on for two more stops before she disembarked and walked to her office. In the toilets of her workplace, she had finally taken the wallet out and looked inside it. The driving licence told her that the man’s name was Richard Gowen. He had carried two twenty-pound notes on him. He had two Visa cards tucked behind his Oyster card. He was a member of Total Fitness. He was an organ donor. There was a strip of raffle tickets in one of the small pockets. That was it. 
She hadn’t been sure what to do with this information, and while she was sitting on the reception desk, trying to push the thoughts of Joe and last night from her mind, she wondered why she had done it. It would be easy to say it was her way of regaining some measure of control or dominance over a man again after Joe had taken it from her the previous evening. Maybe it was because her sense of right and wrong had been so shattered by what he had done that her own moral code had been knocked off course too. All she knew was that she had done it and the more she thought about it, the more she realised that she had enjoyed it, which is why she would go on to do it again and again, until she had done it over a dozen times.
So here she was again, riding the tube to that same reception job whilst eyeing up another easy target from whom to steal. The woman’s bag was facing her. Her handbag was close. It was half-open. It was so tempting. Louise dipped her fingers inside and felt around. Her skin brushed against headphone wires. A set of keys. Some kind of makeup accessory. Then she felt it. A small purse. She put three fingers around it and lifted. It was heavy for its size. But it came straight out. 
She tucked it into her coat pocket and felt that familiar wave of pleasure that accompanied every theft. The woman hadn’t turned around. Louise would get off at the next stop, and that would be that. The woman would think she left her purse at home. Or that it fell out on the way. Maybe she would eventually have the feeling it was stolen. A quick check of her online banking would alleviate her fears. No money would be taken out. In the end, the woman would just have to buy a new purse and replace all her cards and life would carry on in as mind-numbingly dull a manner as it had before. 
But for Louise, the fun was just beginning. She couldn’t wait to be alone with the purse and examine its contents. Not for any monetary gains, as any cash in there would be given to the first homeless person she passed in the street, a trend that had begun with that first £40 she had claimed from Richard. For her, the real excitement of stealing people’s wallets and purses was that you got to learn something about the victim. Their name. When they were born. When they passed their driving test. Which bank they trusted with their money. Which gym they attended. But you could go even deeper than that. The discovery of condoms could tell you if they were sexually active or if they at least wanted to be. There may be a photo of their partner or their kids or their dog. A business card can tell you where they work. Within a matter of minutes, you can build up a pretty clear picture of who this person is and what they do with their life. 
Like the guy who had a small photo of his wife and two sons in his wallet, while hidden behind it was a membership card for Spearmint Rhino. Or the young woman who worked at a furniture manufacturer and had amassed a small collection of men’s business cards in her purse, all of which had dates written on the back of them as a record of when she had managed to seduce them. Then, of course, you could put the person’s name into the various social media channels and attempt to find them by matching the driver’s licence photo with the photo on their profile page. Holiday locations. Political beliefs. Relationship status. So many things could be learnt once you had a person’s name and image. 
It was a fun game, and Louise was endlessly fascinated by the things she could learn from other people’s possessions. But she also knew the reason she had started doing it, and despite the welcome distraction that her new hobby provided, nothing could eradicate the memory of what Joe had done to her. 
That’s why today, finally, instead of going straight to the office, she was going to stop off at Waterloo police station and make a statement regarding the incident on that cold February night. Louise knew why the time was suddenly right for her. It was because of what had happened last night when she had been sitting on her friend’s sofa drinking wine and talking about all the jobs she wanted to apply for. Her friend had suddenly stopped her talking mid-flow and held up her mobile phone to Louise with a surprised expression. It was Joe’s profile on Tinder. Apparently, he was back on the market. That was the moment Louise knew she had to go to the police. Because Joe was out there now, attempting to meet new women. 
After what he had done to her.
The brakes on the train were applied, and the woman with the handbag in front of Louise momentarily lost her balance and fell into her. The woman apologised and smiled awkwardly. Louise smiled back. The train came to a stop, the doors slid open, and Louise hopped off. The woman took her place on the standing seat. Then the doors closed, and the train moved on. The woman would never see Louise again. But Louise would see the woman again, whether it be on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or LinkedIn. Yes, she would find that woman’s face somewhere on the internet. In all the time she had been stealing from people she had only ever come across one person who it turned out didn’t have any social media presence. A woman by the name of Mrs M P McGill. That woman was Louise’s favourite because she was still a mystery to her.  
Louise walked along the platform with her hand in her coat pocket, resting gently on top of the woman’s purse. She thought about what would happen in the next few hours during her visit to the police station. The interview. The statement. The surprise and fear on Joe’s face when the police contacted him. He must have thought the little episode was in the past. He had called her frantically the morning after to try and talk. When she had eventually answered, he told her how drunk he had been and how he had just wanted to be with her again and, most of all, how he hoped she didn’t think anything bad had happened because it hadn’t. He assured her it had just been drunken sex. 
Yes, that’s exactly what it was, Louise had thought. Just one-sided, non-consensual drunken sex. 
She had told him it was fine and hung up. He never called again. Never turned up at her flat in the middle of the night again. Never did anything again as far as she knew. Until he was there, on her friend’s phone, advertising himself as free and single on a dating site. 
Louise let the escalator carry her up towards the busy street. Her hand was still on the purse. She knew the irony of going to a police station to report a crime while she had just committed a different one only minutes earlier. A serial thief just about to report a rape. But she hadn’t been a thief at the time Joe did what he did to her so maybe he could be held responsible for her misdemeanours as well as his own. 
No, that wasn’t fair. Her stealing couldn’t be blamed on him. He would have enough to worry about.
As Louise queued for the exit barrier, she momentarily removed her hand from her pocket and used it to take her Oyster card from her own purse. As she passed through the gates, she wondered what would happen if somebody stole her belongings one day. It was a terrifying thought but also, in a strange way, kind of exciting. She made a mental note to herself to make a new addition to her purse when the day was done. It would be a small note saying one simple sentence. 
Don’t trust Joe Swan. 



Joe
NORTHERN LINE: (Northbound)
Elephant & Castle –> London Bridge
07:50
Joe Swan kept his eyes on the electronic board high above the heads of the crowds on his platform. The next train was due in two minutes. But it had said that two minutes ago. 
He had naively presumed that setting off an hour earlier than usual would mean fewer crowds and a quicker journey. Of course, this was London, which meant there was no such thing as fewer crowds and a quicker journey. At least he didn’t have the stress of worrying about being late for work. He wasn’t due in the offices of Barringdon Insurers for another two hours, having been granted a later start today on account of entertaining corporate clients the night before. But he was still keenly aware of the time because he had to be somewhere else at 8 am - the coffee shop on Borough High Street. 
Eight o’clock in the morning wasn’t usually the time of day he would select for a first date. Especially not for his first one since he had reinstalled the Tinder app a couple of days ago, but after matching with April, a twenty-nine-year-old blonde girl he had swiped right on, he had been only too glad to make an exception. Initially, he had suggested meeting up over a drink one night after work. He was out with the lads from the office most nights, so a quick drink with her would have been very easy to fit in. In that scenario, if it went well, he could stay out with April, and if it was a let-down, he could go and meet the guys again. But April had other ideas. It was she who had suggested meeting up before work and the drinks they would be consuming would contain caffeine rather than alcohol. It certainly wasn’t Joe’s idea of a perfect date, but a match is a match, especially when she looked like she did in her profile photos. But her looks weren’t the only reason he was keen to meet her. She seemed to have a good sense of humour, and the first sentence in her bio had made him laugh when he had read it.
‘Talk Brexit, and it’s a quick exit’. 
He had no intention of talking politics with her, so that was a good start. But it was the photo that had ultimately led him to mark his interest. She looked hot and that was really the main thing for him.
The yellow number two on the electronic board was replaced by a one, and everybody on the platform shuffled slightly further forward, preparing themselves for the oncoming train. Joe continued to think about April as he consolidated his position by the yellow line on the edge of the platform. 
She had described herself in their messages as a morning person, something which Joe really wasn’t. He knew this by the general sense of grouchiness that he felt whilst getting himself out of bed at twenty past seven this morning. He never got up that early. Of course, the six pints of Peroni he had consumed last night probably hadn’t been conducive to a fresh start to the day. 
He’d been entertaining clients again, a part of his job he loved. Honestly, it was the only part. The days in the office were pretty dry. Putting together insurance quotes was hardly the stuff of dreams. No, it was the other side of the job that kept him turning up every day - the social side of it. Working in insurance meant there was always new work to be gained. New clients to sign up. New options to explore. His boss, Craig, had sold this part of the job to him on his very first day on the trainee scheme at Barringdon Insurers. Over the two and a half years they had known each other, Craig had become more than a boss to him. He was a drinking partner, a wingman, a guy who knew what he wanted and always made sure he got it. Joe had learnt a lot from him, and most of what he had learnt had nothing to do with insurance. It was other things, like how to drink five pints at lunchtime and get through an afternoon in the office without anyone noticing. Or the best way to approach a group of women in a bar. Or how to get a girl’s number when she was out with her boyfriend. Yes, it was fair to say that Craig had taught him a lot of useful things since he had started working under him and Joe was grateful for them all. 
Perhaps the most useful lesson Craig had imparted had been his personal mantra, which cast the world as one big game and all the people within it are merely the players. Craig’s philosophy was that those who did well in life understood the game and knew how best to navigate it in order to move up through the levels. Those who didn’t, found themselves stuck on the lower levels, unable to make it any higher. A game of Tetris was how Craig had described it, that night in the All Bar One near Tower Hill when Joe was still a newbie in the office. Tetris, Craig had explained, was all about fitting certain shapes into certain spaces. If the shape wasn’t going to fit, then you had to quickly readjust it until it did. A failure to readjust would mean it wouldn’t fit, and you would lose the game. 
Craig applied this philosophy to real life. If you wanted to succeed at work, it wasn’t about how hard you worked or how many hours you put in. That was playing the game at the basic level. Rather it was about figuring out which clients were the most valuable to the business and finding ways to make them spend more with you, while not concerning yourself with the lesser ones. Or understanding who really calls the shots at work when it comes to bonuses and promotions and setting aside valuable time every day, earning their trust and respect. That was playing the game at a higher level. 
Joe had listened to the advice Craig had given him and made sure he spent his two years on the scheme putting it into practice. It had therefore been no surprise when it came to the company deciding who to promote on to the sales team and who to leave stranded in the abyss of insurance admin for another two years. Joe was one of the lucky few to make the cut, and in the time since, his bank balance had certainly benefitted from playing the game the way Craig had taught him. All that was great, but it was obviously the part about the women and drinking that had most appealed to Joe. 
Before he had started at Barringdon, he had been a typical weekend warrior. Out with his school mates on a Friday or Saturday night in the usual pubs and clubs that they went to, drinking several pints of cheap beer while desperately trying to attract the attention of any female in the vicinity. Usually, the night ended with a kebab and him going home alone. But Craig had quickly turned him into a seven-day-a-week star. Day drinking, night drinking, VIP tables, champagne on a Tuesday night, getting numbers on the tube, shagging women in the toilets of whichever bar they were in, instead of just tragically asking them if they would like a drink. Craig had shown Joe a whole new life and turned him from a naïve, desperate, lightweight into an aware, confident young man who could sell an insurance policy just as easily as he could down two pints and seduce the pretty girl from HR.  
It had been a hell of a lot of fun. 
Joe’s daydream was interrupted by the arrival of his train. The carriage door came to a stop exactly where he wanted it to and for the brief second before the doors opened, Joe caught sight of his reflection in the glass. It wasn’t just on the inside that he had changed. His youthful looks were giving way to puffy, blotched skin and dark circles under the eyes. His previously slim waist now had an extra layer of fat around it. There was no denying this new lifestyle was fun, but it had its consequences. But so far, the good had outweighed the bad. Except for that one thing with Louise...
Joe tried to push the thought from his mind as he raced for the one spare seat in the carriage. He got it and sat down quickly, keeping his head bowed so as not to make eye contact with the elderly woman who had been trying to reach it at the same time. He heard the doors close and checked his watch. It was 07:53. He should be at the coffee shop just in time. Obviously, he wanted April to be there first. That way she could get the table and her drink first, leaving him to swagger in and buy his coffee separately. Not that he was cheap, it would just be less awkward that way. He also planned on her being impressed by the suit he had chosen to wear today. It was one of the three new ones he had treated himself to out of the last bonus Craig had given him and certainly gave him the look and confidence of a real city slicker, which he presumed would appeal to her.   
He wondered what his boss would make of him going on a date in a coffee shop at 8 am. He would no doubt laugh and make some sort of joke. After all, Craig thought Tinder was for sissies. He said it was like a cheat code you enter when you can’t beat the game and that he didn’t need it because he could attract a woman face to face, which was of course in his view how the game should be played. But while Joe had continued to work hard and play hard when it came to sales and drinking, he had changed his tactics a little when it came to the women in his life. He had realised he needed to calm down a little bit on that front. Whereas once he had been shy and awkward with the opposite sex, he had now moved to the other end of the spectrum. He was almost too confident with them. This had its advantages, of course. Going from eight sexual conquests at the age of twenty-seven to over thirty at the age of twenty-nine would boost any single male’s self-esteem. But it was how he had got there that had made him press pause on the female front for the last two months. He had noticed that the better he got with women, the more he felt he could take from them. Whereas once he saw women as holding all the power, now he felt he possessed it. This was obviously a product of hanging around with Craig, who certainly wasn’t lacking when it came to his sexual appetite. It had been all fun and games, at least as far as Joe was concerned. 
Right up until he had met Louise. 
He had approached her on a Thursday night at the bar in Covent Garden where he and the sales team were drinking. He had commented on the speed of the staff as they waited to be served. He told her that he was a little drunk considering he had work in the morning. He had teased her that she was in the same boat as him when she told him she had to be on a reception desk at nine the next day. He told her he wished she was the receptionist at his workplace instead of the sixty-year-old spinster they currently employed. When she had laughed at his jokes, he had known that he was in, so he had proceeded to order them both a tequila shot alongside the various drinks they were already buying. 
After spending the night together at his flat, he had expected her to fall in amongst the ranks of all the other girls he had met and whose phone numbers he kept on standby for when he was drunk and had no one else to call. But through a series of witty messages, sexy photos and hilarious date nights, they had ended up in a relationship. Craig had shaken his head at the news and said that while he didn’t approve of Joe’s new status, he would happily come to the wedding, drink the bar dry and shag one of the bridesmaids. But Joe didn’t care because deep down, he knew he was more the boyfriend type than the kind of guy who ran around city bars in the middle of the week getting shitfaced and sleeping with anything that moved.  He felt happier in a relationship. He felt happy with Louise. 
Unfortunately, while his love life had become more settled, everything else was still out of control. The long hours at work, coupled with the even longer hours with Craig and their clients in the pub, meant that he and Louise hadn’t spent as much time together as they would have liked. Whenever Louise raised this subject with him, he was usually drunk, and so an argument would break out. It hadn’t taken him long to cheat on her, under the strong encouragement of Craig. This had made him feel bad but the constant stream of lager, sambuca and sex washed away much of the guilt he felt when he was with Louise. 
Eventually, she had ended it. He was disappointed but figured he was still young and there would be plenty more girls like her. However, he wasn’t actually that young anymore. Pushing thirty and hanging around with older men like Craig, with loose morals and a constant hangover, he had realised one night what an idiot he had been and how much he missed her, which was why he had gone to her flat that night and woken her up with the buzzer. 
She had let him in, even though he was blind drunk. She had let him sleep in her bed, even though they weren’t together. She had politely rejected him when he initiated sex, simply saying they needed to talk in the morning. 
If only he had listened to her. 
He had woken up some time in the middle of the night. It was still dark, and he was still drunk. He had almost forgotten where he was until he saw Louise sleeping on her back beside him... 
The noise from the train racing through the tunnel brought Joe back into the moment. Which was helpful, because it meant he didn’t have to think about what he had done. He had tried to call her after she had thrown him out. To clarify what had happened. Convince her it wasn’t what she thought it was. Or at least convince himself. She had eventually answered. The conversation was short. They hadn’t spoken since. That was four months ago. He hadn’t been with a woman since that night. He told himself it was because he wanted to clean himself up, get over Louise and focus on work. But deep down, he knew the real reason for keeping to himself.
Guilt. 
He was extremely that grateful Louise hadn’t taken the matter any further. He knew she could have done. But enough time had passed, and he had decided he had to move on from those feelings of remorse. Getting back on Tinder and meeting the blonde in the coffee shop was more than a date for him. It was a chance to get back to normal. It was his chance to start again. That was why, as the train took him closer to his first meeting with the attractive girl called April, he felt extremely optimistic about what the future had in store for him that day. 



April
NORTHERN LINE: (Southbound)
Angel -> London Bridge
07:49
April Adams really hoped she would get a seat on the next train. However, the chances of that weren’t looking good considering how many other people were standing around her and likely hoping for the same thing. These days the odds of getting a seat on the Northern line were like the odds you’d get playing the lottery every weekend. Or at least that’s what it had begun to feel like. 
It had been four years since she had first started making the journey between Angel and London Bridge and the numbers on the trains had increased exponentially in that time. It was now at the point where she wondered how on earth the tube system was going to cope as the years went on. There didn’t seem to be much going on in the way of expansion, at least on this route, and considering the nation’s ever-increasing population, it was clear there was going to be a problem at some point, even for something as simple as getting to work in the morning. 
She hoped it would never get as bad as places like Hong Kong, where the crowds were so out of control that people were employed to physically push passengers into carriages that were already packed. She hadn’t witnessed this herself but had seen a few videos online, and it looked horrendous. The most frightening aspect of the whole thing seemed to be that the citizens there just accepted it as a normal way of life. Imagine thinking that having somebody force you into a train every morning was just a part of your daily routine. It was terrifying, but unless something drastic changed then it was where London was heading and coincidentally, the way her life was heading. She knew it would be a long time before she would be able to escape the nine-five rat race and save herself from all the pushing and shoving. 
But she didn’t just want a seat for the sake of comfort. Her journey was only four stops, after all. While she certainly didn’t feel as vibrant and youthful as she once had, she was still only twenty-nine, so getting a seat and taking the weight off her feet wasn’t a priority just yet. But she did need the seat for another important reason. She was running late for the date she had arranged at the coffee shop in ten minutes’ time and hadn’t yet applied any makeup to her face. This was, of course, all her own fault and another example of the general life stress she seemed to create for herself on a daily basis. She had been up at a terrifyingly early hour to go straight to the gym for an Inferno Pilates class. It was one of those things she would have openly mocked a few years ago when the only exercise she got was running to the corner shop before it shut and being underneath some guy she had ended up with after that weekend’s parties. But with the fear that came with knowing she was going to turn thirty at the end of the year and a daily bout of anxiety that her best days were behind her, she had decided it was time for a lifestyle change.   
The gym was one of those changes. So too were these early morning dates. In the past, she would never even have considered meeting a potential lover before she had done her day’s work at the office and consumed at least two glasses of wine at a happy hour somewhere. The thought of meeting a Tinder date without any liquid courage inside her and all before the day had even got going, well that was just horrifying. But it was her best friend, Katie, who had turned her onto the idea of meeting dates before work instead of afterwards. She had said that it allowed for better conversations because both parties knew the date would end with them going off to work, whereas during evening dates, both parties would be wondering which bed the night might end in. By taking out the possibility of immediate sex and a one-night stand, Katie said it made the dates more organic and honest. If you made the decision to see them again, then it was done with a clear mind and a full day at work to think about it. Whereas often with evening dates, those decisions were clouded by alcohol and desperate lust. April had certainly seen the logic in that argument and so had vowed to give it a go. 
Her first experience of early morning dating had come last week with a guy called Chris, who she had been messaging through Instagram after he had liked a couple of her photos and sent her a direct message. 
He had opened with a cheeky ‘Nice pics. Nice name. What’s the catch?’
She had responded with a simple, but what she thought hilarious, reply.
‘Thank you. No catch, but by the way, I have seven cats’. 
She liked the joke about the crazy cat lady, that mythical female figure who, after failing to land a partner, had resorted to spending the last few years of her life surrounded by several felines instead. April found this idea funny and liked to tag her friends in memes about cat ladies, pretending that she was destined to end up that way herself. But in the back of her mind, she was also terrified of this prospect and so used it as a kind of defence mechanism. Of course, the whole idea was ridiculous. She was still young, good looking, had a great social life and hated cats. She would never end up like that. But maybe...
There was still no sign of the next train, so April’s thoughts returned to that date with Chris last week. They had met in a Starbucks near Monument. He had arrived before her, so had taken the liberty of ordering her a latte for when she arrived. At least, it was a liberty as far as April was concerned, because she didn’t even like lattes. But she didn’t want to start the date off on the wrong foot, so she had smiled and said, “thank you, that’s perfect.” 
As they had made their way to a table in the corner, she had felt the warmth of the coffee cup in her hand and had sincerely wished instead that it was the cold, clinical feeling of a chilled glass of wine. But never mind.
They had reached the table, and Chris had quickly pulled a chair out for her. Okay, so he had already ordered her a drink without asking and was now seating her at the table. Either he was just trying too hard to be a gentleman, or he was an absolute control freak. It was still too early to tell, so April again thanked him and took her seat.  
“So this is weird,” she had started with. “I usually go on dates after work, not before.” 
She instantly regretted saying it and assumed he now thought she was either a massive slag or a hopeless, desperate woman who had been dating half of London in a frenzied search for a husband. 
But Chris had smiled and replied, “I haven’t been so nervous this early in the morning since I had my last job interview.”
She had laughed and felt the tension at the table ease a little. They had gone on to talk about what they did for work. She told him about her role at Five Star Interiors, an office design company based by London Bridge, and how she spent her days replying to dozens of emails about the size, colour and configuration of chairs, tables and desks. The only thing that made it worthwhile was the office culture, which was boozy, to put it mildly. 
He had told her he was a junior lawyer at Hitchen & Bramble, a small legal firm on the other side of Leadenhall Market. Her immediate reaction had been to assume he was wealthy and, without thinking, she had let out a quiet “wow,” under her breath. He had probably been used to this kind of response though because he quickly followed it up with “It’s not as glamorous as it sounds. It’s mainly a lot of long hours and boring work.” 
But then he had said he hoped to move into corporate law soon as that was where the real money was, and April was glad he had paid for her drink after all. She didn’t want to say so, but her wage as a project coordinator in the furniture industry wasn’t exactly in keeping with the rising cost of living in one of the most expensive cities in the world. Money was a constant source of worry for her, and those worries would often lead her to spend even more than she needed to. Her money anxieties definitely weren’t helped by the fact she was addicted to online shopping and buying £7 Gin and Tonic’s every Saturday night in Angel.
They had moved onto talking about where they came from and how long they had been in London because of course hardly anyone who lived in the city was actually born there. He told her he was from a small town called Abingdon, near Oxford. She had quickly chimed in with a sarcastic joke about the fact that she knew he had Oxford Uni written all over him. She had only been teasing of course and didn’t think for a second that he had gone to such a high brow university. He hadn’t picked up on the joke though and had just said, with a straight face, “No actually I went to Cambridge.”
At that point, April had taken a big slurp of coffee, burnt her tongue and reacquainted herself with the horrible taste of lattes. She quickly moved the conversation on to her hometown of Chelmsford, in Essex. She had waited for him to make a joke about ‘The Only Way Is Essex’ television show, but he wasn’t that quick and had instead said that he’d never been to the county but had heard it had some nice parts. Yeah, the pubs were nice, April had thought, but that’s about it. 
By then, she had realised this guy was lacking in serious banter and was contemplating how to extricate herself from the situation, when he had said, “Sorry I’m not really on form this morning, but I had a late one last night with a few of the lads from uni and to be honest, I’m pretty hungover.”
At that point, April had smiled as she realised how quickly she had been to jump to conclusions. It was no wonder that his banter wasn’t firing on all cylinders. Not only was he hungover, but it was eight o’clock in the morning. Nobody’s banter was top notch at this time of day, hers included. They had talked a little more, and she had come around to the idea that she would like to see him again when she had noticed something that had made her pause. It was the name on the side of her coffee cup, written by the barista as a way of identifying who had ordered it. It read ‘Darth’, which was strange because his name was supposedly Chris. 
“Sorry, what’s this?” she had asked him and turned the cup around to show him. 
He saw it and laughed. “Oh there’s a funny story about that,” he had replied, and April had smiled, happy that their cute little coffee date was about to end with a funny story. But then he told her the funny story, and she realised it wasn’t so funny after all. 
“I’m a bit of a Stars Wars fan, so sometimes I like to order coffee under character’s names,” he had explained. And that’s when he had turned his own cup around and showed her what was written on it. 
‘Vader.’ 
April couldn’t have left the coffee shop quickly enough. 
God damn Star Wars geeks. 
Back in the moment, the tunnel was alive with the sound of roaring machinery and squealing brakes, and finally, the next train came storming into the station. April stood her ground on the platform as those around her tried to steal her spot. But she knew their game and wasn’t about to let herself be knocked out of position at the crucial moment. The train doors opened, and she saw the wedge of people impossibly packed inside the carriage. 
“Please allow passengers off the train before boarding.”
At first, it seemed like nobody was going to get off until slowly but surely a few people managed to extricate themselves from the tangled mass of limbs and emerge from inside the carriage onto the platform. Then the real fun began. April, along with dozens of other angry commuters, began the process of trying to fit themselves into the spaces the exiting passengers had left behind. Luckily, she was small, slim and experienced enough to work her way through the block of people who refused to move up and soon found herself standing by one of the aisles, where a quick scan of the seats confirmed they were all taken. But April didn’t have time for this, so she went to her Plan B, which involved pulling a small badge out of her handbag and fastening it to the collar of her blouse. Then she attracted the attention of the middle-aged man sitting in the end seat. 
“Excuse me, I’m sorry but...”
She tapped the badge. The man saw it and instantly stood up, almost banging his head on the roof of the carriage in his haste. He cleared the seat and April gratefully sat down. These ‘Baby On Board’ badges were an absolute godsend she thought as she fished around in her handbag for her makeup accessories. Despite the fact that she wasn’t pregnant and certainly didn’t look pregnant, every time she had tried it, a man had given up his seat for her. It was as if as soon as they saw the word baby, they just panicked and got the hell out of the situation. She had borrowed the badge from a friend who was now on maternity leave, and it was brilliant. Without wasting a second, she quickly began to apply her face. Eyeliner. Lipstick. Bronzer. It all went on in record time, and before she knew it, the train was arriving at London Bridge station. 
She squeezed out of the tube, dashed through the station, up the stairs and out into the warm, sunny Central London morning. She crossed the road, pushed through the door of the coffee shop and grabbed the last remaining table by the window. She wiped the beads of sweat from her forehead and checked her watch. It was two minutes past eight. Perfect. She was all set for her date. This guy was called Joe, and he had swiped right on her Tinder profile the night before. He looked cute and seemed like a nice guy from his bio description and messages. Then again, didn’t they all. Her eyes remained on the door, patiently waiting for him to arrive. 
She felt good. She looked good. She was ready to smash this date out of the park. 
The only thing she had forgotten to do was remove the ‘Baby On Board’ badge from her blouse collar. 



Will
Leicester Square Station
08:00
Will Robertson could hear the loose change hitting the open guitar case by his feet as he worked his way through the second chorus of Wonderwall. While he couldn’t see the amount of money being given or the people who had been generous enough to donate it, he still felt good inside. He was finally back doing what he enjoyed the most. 
It had been over six months since he had last performed in public, and while he had been nervous during the first couple of songs, he had soon found his confidence returning. Another clatter of coins below him was proof that it was going well again. 
He finished the song and took a moment to catch his breath. While doing this, he pondered what he might play next. He tended to stick mostly to covers of famous bands or solo artists, but he had also been writing his own songs before his condition had taken hold and he wondered if today was the time to test them out for an audience. Maybe not yet. He didn’t want to push himself too much. Just being here today was a huge step for him, and there was no need to make it any more difficult than it already was. 
As he played the opening chords to Ed Sheeran’s Galway Girl, he could feel the rush of the crowd passing him by. Hurried footsteps, excited chatter, everyone with places to go and people to see. Not all of them would stop and appreciate the music he was playing for them. Some of them wouldn’t even hear it at all, using headphones to drown out the cacophony of noise that accompanied rush hour in the Underground. But he hoped that the journeys of those who did pay him some attention were made just that little bit better by hearing his music. After all, music was supposed to bring joy to people, and if there was anywhere that needed a dose of that then it was down here, beneath the streets of this chaotic city. 
His stage of choice for his first ‘gig’ in over half a year was Leicester Square station, the intersection between two of the busiest tube routes in London, the Piccadilly Line and the Northern Line. It was guaranteed to be packed down here at this time on a Monday morning, but then he could have picked from any of the tube stations on the map and been sure of a high volume of traffic passing by. The reason for this station on this day was because this is where he had been when his whole life had changed. 
The coins kept coming, but he could barely hear them landing now as he belted out the chorus with great enthusiasm. That was something his late grandfather had taught him several years earlier. 
“Whatever you do, do it with purpose,” he had said. 
Will was certainly performing this song with purpose as he strummed frantically on the strings of his guitar. It was a beautiful instrument, and it sounded great, especially down here where the sound was bouncing off the walls of the various tunnels that cut through the interior. The acoustics were of great concern to musicians, but he felt comfortable with this guitar. It had been a gift from his mother after she had realised his interest in performing music had become more than just a passing fad. When she had asked him which guitar he desired for his seventeenth birthday, the last thing he wanted was for her to overstretch herself financially and so he had asked for a much cheaper model. Money had always been tight in their household, especially after his father had abandoned them when he was seven, and so he hadn’t wanted her to put herself under any pressure when it came to buying him the gift. However, in typical fashion, she had outdone herself again. She had clearly done her research because when he tore through the wrapping paper that morning and opened the guitar case, he saw she had bought him the guitar of his dreams. 
The Martin LX1E. 
It was the one he had seen Ed Sheeran himself use in certain performances and the same one he had a poster of on his bedroom wall. He knew they went from anywhere between £350 and £500, so had initially felt bad that she had spent so much money on him. For her to be able to buy such an instrument must have involved her putting in countless hours of overtime at the cleaning company she worked for in the East End. But she assured him she had been happy to put in the extra work if it meant getting him something that could do his music justice. 
After receiving the gift, he had spent every spare moment he had practising with it in his bedroom whilst gaining tips from YouTube videos about how to be a better guitarist. Eventually, he had decided it was time to test his stuff out on a live audience, or at least one that was bigger than his mum and a handful of his friends from sixth form. Like any great city, London had always encouraged expressions of art, and so he took to the streets to try and entertain at least a small portion of the estimated nine million people that called this metropolis their home. 
The first place he had pitched up at was a corner of Seven Sisters High Street, not far from the flat he shared with his mum. He was familiar with the area and so thought it was as good a place as any to start until he had been chased away by an angry shopkeeper who unfairly blamed him for the lack of customers he had been receiving that day. This had proved to be a blessing in disguise because he had then found himself playing at the spiritual home of London busking, on the South Bank of the River Thames, in between the Tate Modern and the London Eye. With a steady stream of people walking by and a view of such iconic buildings as St Paul’s Cathedral and Big Ben, it truly was an incredible stage to play on. 
In the beginning, he hadn’t even considered doing it to make money. It was more just a way to practise in public. It was when passers-by approached him with coins and notes and discovered they had nowhere to put them that he realised he needed to get more organised. By the end of his first day, he had made almost forty pounds, although he didn’t know if that could be considered good or bad for the area. He presumed bad, considering the prime location, but to him, it was a small fortune simply for doing something he would happily do for free. 
He had used the money to take his mum out for a meal at her favourite restaurant, TGI Fridays in Leicester Square, where they gorged on ribs, nachos and free coke refills, before spotting Idris Elba walking the red carpet for the premiere of his latest movie only metres away from where they dined. His mum couldn’t believe that her son had made money from playing music, not because he wasn’t good but simply because her own experience of generating income in life had always involved tedious, menial work over long hours on early mornings and weekends. To see her son getting paid to do something he enjoyed was really something special.
On the advice of his best friend Chantelle, a social media addict and wannabe influencer, Will had set up his own Instagram page to showcase his talents. The simply titled account ‘WillRobertsonMusic’ was a collection of videos of himself playing songs in his bedroom or on the street and had amassed over a thousand followers since he had begun advertising it on the front of his guitar case. Chantelle promoted him as much as she could, as did the rest of his college friends, who would often come and watch him play when they weren’t at the park playing football or drinking illegally. 
Will’s ultimate goal had been to be recognised one day as a successful musician, elevating his talents from the streets of London to the biggest stages in the world. He had spent many a night lying in bed dreaming about what it would be like to perform at the 02 Arena. Sometimes he had even taken the Jubilee Line to North Greenwich, the site of the famous arena, and spent the whole journey pretending in his head that he was on his way to perform there that evening. He had known it wouldn’t be easy, but there was simply nothing else he wanted to do. All it would take was for somebody to notice him and give him an opportunity. 
He finished his song and heard someone clap a couple of times. It would have been nice to have seen the person applauding and look into their eyes to show how much the gesture really meant to him. But Will just did the best he could, which involved raising an appreciative hand in the general direction of the sound. 
He suddenly felt a small hand on his left arm and knew that was the sign for him to hold out his own hand. He opened his palm and felt a bottle of water being pushed into it. He smiled and took a big gulp, feeling the cool liquid soothing his dry throat before holding out the bottle for Chantelle to take back. 
It was nice of her to be here with him today. When he had first told his mum that he wanted to go back to playing in public, she had naturally been a little worried. He had alleviated those concerns by asking Chantelle if she would stand beside him during his performance and had been thrilled when she had said yes. He had known her since he was six when she and her family had moved into the house next door. When their respective mothers had forged a friendship and discovered that their children both attended the same school, they had been paired up and made to walk with each other every weekday to attend classes. 
Throughout that time, Will had always seen her as being like a little sister, even though she was two months older than him. But he was taller and being the boy, he had felt a little protective of her around the older, bigger pupils at school. But if he was honest, his feelings had changed a lot since those innocent youthful days. While he hadn’t told her this yet, he knew he was in love with her and had been for quite some time. 
He didn’t know the exact date it had happened. All he knew was that at some point last year, the nightly visions he had of performing at the O2 had begun to be frequently interrupted by visions of her. Soon he had found himself thinking about her just as much as he did his music and eventually, she had overtaken his art when it came to dominating his brainwaves. He had been close to telling her how he felt a couple of times, usually after three or four alcoholic drinks with his friends in the park on a Friday night. But he had never quite gone through with it. The chance of destroying a lifetime of friendship was too big a risk for him to take. But that didn’t stop him from wondering if she perhaps felt the same way about him. 
Ever since his diagnosis, they had spent even more time together. In the early days in hospital he had tried to push her away, just like he did to everybody, but like a true friend she had resisted and was there for him when he had finally begun to open up to people again. The fact that she was by his side today, on what was such a big occasion for him, meant a lot, but could he dare to hope that it was proof that she wanted to be so much more than just his best friend? 
“What shall I play next?” he asked her. “Angels or I’m Yours?”
He waited for her response and felt her leaning in closer to him, obviously wanting to make it easy for him to hear her over the sound of the noisy commuters teeming all around them. As she did, he felt the energy from her presence and wanted so desperately to be able to see her face again. 
“I think you should play Demon In The Dark,” she said to him in that familiar and enchanting voice. 
He instantly tensed up a little. She was asking him to play one of his own songs. And not just any song. It was the one he had composed to describe how it had felt to have suddenly gone blind six months ago. He had suffered the devastating blow of developing Giant Cell Arteritis, a damaging condition which had advanced rapidly over a short period of time, leaving him completely and irreversibly blind in both eyes. He had been told it affected up to three thousand people a year in the UK alone, many of whom were left with permanent vision loss or damage due to how quickly the condition develops. For him, it had started with a bad headache that had got progressively worse over a couple of days. On the third day, instead of seeking medical attention, he had been up early to ride the Piccadilly Line to Leicester Square, where he planned to spend some of his busking money at the Box Office on tickets to a West End show as a surprise for his mum’s birthday. Buying tickets on the morning of a show meant you could usually get them much cheaper than the going rate and he had hoped to get two seats for that afternoon’s matinee performance of Chicago. It was his mum’s favourite show but one she hadn’t been able to afford to go and see for several years now and so if he were successful, he knew she would have the best birthday ever. 
With his headphones in and his thoughts drifting between his music and what Chantelle was doing that day, it had been just like any other Saturday morning. Apart from the headache. It was still getting worse, and he had travelled the last few stops of the journey doing all he could to fight the feeling that his head was going to explode. He decided to find the closest chemist to the station and consult the pharmacist there before he did anything else. 
That was the plan until he had stood up to get off the train and his whole world had gone black. 
It had been the most frightening experience of his life. To go from being able to see everything to seeing nothing in the literal blink of an eye had caused him to panic and fall into somebody nearby. When they had tried to help him up, he had clung onto them out of sheer fear and desperation and refused to let go. After being taken to the nearest hospital and undergoing a barrage of tests, the grim diagnosis had been delivered to him by a female doctor who sounded like she was almost as young as he was. 
Blindness. Likely irreversible. Nothing they could do. 
After the news, he had assumed his life was over. Never mind playing music again; he didn’t know how he would ever be able to leave the house again. But with the help of those around him, his confidence had slowly started to return and now, incredibly, here he was, several months later, back at the scene where he last saw the world, playing the music he loved beside the girl that he loved. And now she was asking him to play the song that he had created in his darkest hour. 
She must have noticed his reluctance because he felt her hand on his arm again. It was a firmer grip this time. One that told him he could do it. He imagined the expression on her face. It would be one of reassurance. Maybe she was even smiling. There was no way to know for sure, except to play the song she wanted to hear. He knew she would be smiling then. 
Will Robertson ran the guitar pick across the strings of his treasured instrument and began to play Demon In The Dark. He didn’t know how many people he was playing to. He had no idea who was watching him. But if he had been able to see, he would have noticed the tall, red-haired woman in the black coat pausing as she walked by and staying to watch him play. He would have also seen her take out her mobile phone and record his performance whilst taking note of the Instagram account posted on the guitar case that was lying by his feet, full of coins and five-pound notes. 



Camilla
PICCADILLY LINE: (Eastbound)
Barons Court –> Leicester Square
08:04
Camilla Collette knew the man in the brown overcoat had recognised her. There were a few subtle clues, the main one being that he had stopped reading the newspaper he was holding and was staring at her with his mouth wide open. She didn’t mind. He was obviously a fan, and so she made sure to give him a little smile, one that caused him to quickly blush and bury his head back in the pages of the Metro. 
Camilla smirked and looked at the paper, wondering if she was featured in today’s edition. There was a good chance that she was, what with her publicist having worked overtime to ensure that every single journalist in London knew that Camilla was in town putting the finishing touches on what promised to be one of the finest performances of her career to date. 
It felt good to be back working in theatre again, and not just for the artsy reasons that many actors would cite. She wasn’t going back to her roots, nor had she decided that performing on stage for a live audience was somehow more highbrow than working in front of a camera in a Hollywood studio lot. It was because when she did theatre, it made her feel like a normal person and allowed her to do some of the things that normal people did. 
Like today, for instance. Here she was using public transport to get to her place of work just like any other person would. She was just another commuter in London. Admittedly, she was one who some people would recognise but still, it felt good to be a part of the crowd instead of separated from it. Working in the film industry for so many years had made her feel segregated from the real world. Spending six months filming comic book movies before jetting off on round-the-world promotional tours, then heading straight back to the studio to film the next instalment wasn’t exactly an average life. Not that she was complaining. She had dreamt of being a movie star since she was a little girl performing her versions of famous films for her family and friends back in her hometown of Phoenix, Arizona. Now, after being a part of one of the biggest franchises in movie history, she was a certified A-List actress, constantly linked with the juiciest roles and splashed across the pages of every celebrity and fashion magazine going. Which is why she felt it was the perfect time to take a step back and do something a little more low key. 
Performing on a West End stage for two thousand people a night was certainly a far cry from the life she’d been leading during the past few years. In fact, to her, the contrast felt like day and night. For the first time in years, she had a normal routine. She woke up in the same bed for several consecutive days. She had designated days off, where she was free to potter about in markets or lie on the sofa with a good book. Sure, there was some promotion involved, but it could hardly be compared to the marketing campaign for her previous role, which had included stops in Sydney, Tokyo and Berlin. This was much better. Even now, sitting here on a train in rush hour, crammed in with other commuters, it felt good to be normal. 
Of course, her agent hadn’t viewed the next step in her biggest client’s career with quite so much enthusiasm. For her, going from the top of the box office charts to performing in a theatre alongside relatively unknown British thespians, had seemed like a massive step backwards, especially when you considered the alternatives. People didn’t turn down six-figure screenplays attached to big-name directors and some of the most famous actors every day. But Camilla had. She had turned it all down. Not forever, but for a little while. She couldn’t be happier with her decision. 
The train came to a stop, and a horde of commuters exited. Camilla waited patiently as the vacant spaces in the carriage were quickly filled by the next wave of passengers and, just like that, the train was on its way again. She thought about what it must be like to do this every day, not from a snobbish point of view but more out of curiosity. There was something to be said for routine. Until recently, her existence had certainly lacked it, and while they say variety is the spice of life, sometimes it’s nice to be plain. She had certainly done her best to be plain today. With no makeup on and wearing a sleek black coat hung over grey leggings and a pair of Reebok trainers, she thought she would slip seamlessly into the background of London life. However, she had come to realise that the coat may have made her stand out rather than fit in. It was twenty-one degrees outside even at this early hour, and everyone else was already sweating and wearing as little as they could get away with. But for her, coming as she did from the Sonoran Desert, it was simply a little mild. The coat would come off eventually, but for now, it was quite welcome, wrapped around her slim, toned frame. 
The only part of her outfit which may have stood out was the large black hat she wore, though this was a tactic she hoped would take the attention off her famous long red hair and make her less recognisable. It had certainly worked. She hadn’t been stared at too much since she had left the apartment that she was renting in Barons Court and made her way down into the Underground, although the gentleman with the newspaper opposite was staring at her again. Even without makeup on. Either he had seen all her movies, or he just liked women that didn’t make an effort. 
Her thoughts drifted back to work, as they often did, and to some of the lines that she had been memorising the previous evening. Today marked the start of the third week of rehearsals, and things were going well. She felt she had a good grasp on most of the monologues now, which was a relief as it was only one week until opening night. The play itself was a reworking of the famous production Chicago, and for her, it was a pleasure to work with such rich and textured dialogue. While comic book movies paid well, they certainly weren’t exactly known for their scriptwriting, and it felt good to sink her teeth into something a little more challenging. Getting to do it while surrounded by such a hard-working and talented cast was the icing on the cake. The thought of performing the show for real in a week’s time to a live audience, with no second chances or reshoots, was thrilling and terrifying in equal measure. It was a feeling she had missed. 
She had last worked in the theatre over six years ago when she had trod the boards playing a small part in a modern retelling of Shakespeare’s Macbeth. It was on Broadway, which had been another dream come true, but the reviews weren’t exactly what they had all hoped they would be. She had soon moved into films, taking any part she could, as advised by her agent. Her early credits included appearances in such well-known and respected titles as Red Hot American in which she played a woman whose only attribute seemed to be how attractive she was, and The Freaks Come at Midnight, a horror movie about a group of deformed nuclear power plant workers who descend on a small town in Wisconsin. Needless to say, both movies failed to cover their costs at the box office. 
Just when it seemed her career was only going one way and that she would be forced to accept the offer of a bit-part role in the fifth instalment of the strangely popular comedy film series Obese and Overworked, she suddenly got her big break. While on the treadmill of a downtown LA gym, her agent had called her and for some reason had been more out of breath than her client was. The reason for her excitement was that she had just received an email from Vince Kaprino, an Academy Award-winning director known for working with some of the biggest names in Hollywood. After Camilla’s agent had asked Mr Kaprino if he had got the wrong number, he went on to explain how he saw Camilla’s performance in Red Hot American and was wondering if she would like to audition for a role in his next project. Upon hearing the news, Camilla had been forced to pull the emergency cable on the treadmill; otherwise she would have fallen off the machine. Quite why an Oscar-winning director had been watching Red Hot American was unclear, but it didn’t matter. He had seen something in her and wanted her to audition. 
She hadn’t slept a wink the night before. 
Upon arrival at Mr Kaprino’s office, she had been made to feel welcome with a glass of lemon water and some questions about her upbringing in Arizona. Her and the hot-shot director had got on so well that the meeting was almost over before he eventually brought up the reason for her being there. With the minimum of fuss, he had reached across his large mahogany desk and handed her three pieces of paper. It was the synopsis for his next movie. 
Camilla had quickly read it, though it hadn’t been easy as her hands had been shaking the whole time that she held the pages. From what she could decipher it was to be a biopic piece based on the life of Jackie Kennedy, the former first lady and wife of JFK, one of the most famous men in history. Camilla asked which part she would be auditioning for and when Vince told her it was for the lead role, she had actually dropped the pages all over the floor. 
After she knocked over her glass of lemon water while attempting to pick the paper up, Vince had come around from his side of the desk and helped her retrieve the soggy pages from his plush carpet. He had laughed as she apologised profusely and waited until she had finally calmed down before giving her the next part of the news. The audition was already over. He had simply wanted to find out if they could have a fun, collaborative working relationship. Somehow, amongst the stories of her childhood and her making a mess on his carpet, she had managed to convince him that this was possible. He had offered her the part there and then. 
As the train began to slow down again, Camilla smiled at the memory of her agent’s face when she had given her the news. The film, titled Mrs Kennedy, had gone on to be a success both in the domestic and international markets and Camilla’s performance had been hailed as “memorable, magical and mesmerising” by critics and fans alike. The film had even claimed three Academy Awards, for Best Picture, Best Director and, most surprising of all, Best Actress. Camilla had cried during her acceptance speech, not just at the magnitude of her achievement but because her father had passed away two weeks before the ceremony and had been denied the chance to see his daughter reach the pinnacle of her chosen profession at just thirty-one years old. Camilla would never forget the words he said to her as he lay in his hospital bed on that blue-skied day in downtown Phoenix in January when she had last seen him. 
“No matter what films you make and what awards you win, your best performance for me will always be the time you told your mother that I wasn’t the one who had lost the Thanksgiving meal budget by betting on the Cardinals.” 
She thought of her father now as she rose from her seat and made her way towards the train doors. She wished he was here in London with her. He would have loved the history and tradition of the place. He would have loved the views down by the Thames. Most of all, he would have loved the many pubs that could be found hidden down the tiny backstreets and alleyways. 
As the train doors opened, she looked back at the man with the newspaper and saw that he had his camera phone out and was taking the opportunity to capture a photo of her. She paused in the doorway, and he froze when he realised that she had seen him. But then she smiled and made a little pose for the picture, and it was clear she had just made his day.
Camilla strolled through the busy station with a sense of contentment coursing through her. It was to be a busy day at the Prince of Wales Theatre as she rehearsed with the rest of the cast and crew and it would be close to midnight by the time that she made it back to her apartment. She knew she only had one more day’s holiday to come before the relentless run of live shows was underway and the eyes of the public and the media would be back upon her. But for now, like everybody else here, she was, for the most part, just another unremarkable commuter going to work and that was fine by her.
She would probably have remained in this inner bubble of satisfaction all the way to the theatre if it hadn’t been popped by the sounds of singing up ahead. As she got closer, she saw that the performer was a young man in his teens. He was playing a song on his guitar that she hadn’t heard before, and as she slowed down, she paid attention to the words. 
“Now I can see you in my heart. You killed the demon in the dark.” 
It was a beautiful song, and as she got closer to the performer, she realised what it was about. The young man was clearly blind, his eyes looking ahead but failing to pick up or react to the constant stream of movement passing him by. Camilla saw the young girl standing beside the singer, watching him sing with a mixture of pride and desire in her eyes. She saw the guitar case and the vast array of coins lying beneath the slew of five-pound notes. Then she saw his Instagram handle advertised on the case and had an idea. 
She took out her phone and pressed record. She filmed him singing for almost a minute, which was the time it took for him to conclude the song and for several members of the public to burst into a triumphant round of applause. 
Camilla put her phone back in her handbag before taking out her purse and pulling a ten-pound note from within it. She dropped the currency into the guitar case and smiled at the young man and his female friend before walking away and taking her place on the escalator. While doing so, she returned to her phone and opened the Instagram app that she liked to use whenever she wasn’t rehearsing, revising or sleeping. She typed out a quick message.
“Just heard this beautiful song on the Underground. @WillRobertsonMusic. #ILoveLondon.” 
Then she added the video of the performance beneath it while also managing to touch her Oyster card on the ticket barrier as she exited. 
The first thing Camilla did after stepping out into the bright sunshine of a beautiful Monday morning in London was press send on her message, instantly delivering it to the phones of her 9.3 million followers around the world. 



Andrew
DISTRICT LINE: (Eastbound)
West Kensington -> Whitechapel
08:07
Andrew Ayata’s eyes kept flicking between his iPhone X and the bulletin board that told him when the next train would arrive. Or rather, when it wouldn’t arrive. He had been standing on the platform for fifteen minutes, yet nothing seemed to be happening. All he knew was that the eastbound District Line service running through Central London was suspended. He sighed loudly, aware that doing so was a quintessentially British trait and a way for a person to telegraph their displeasure without making too much of a fuss. With the bulletin board offering little in the way of help, he went back to looking at the emails on his phone. 
As usual, his inbox was clogged full of items that demanded his attention. Sifting through the deluge of messages he saw several from Joan Talbot, his PA, which was normal. From what he could gather, she was detailing the various meetings she had arranged and rearranged for him during the coming week. He saw two messages from Freddie Barker, a man who was a constant source of frustration in Andrew’s life for several reasons, none of which Andrew wanted to dwell on now. Then, of course, there was the usual rake of mail from his fellow executives on the board, all discussing and debating the heap of data, charts and projections they had received from their Head of Analytics the previous evening. 
Usually, Andrew would have waded through these communications while sitting in the back of the Jaguar XF he used to get into the office. His driver, a pleasant chap by the name of Charlie, would have known not to interrupt him with attempts at conversation, which was more than could be said for the noisy bunch of people he was currently surrounded by on the platform. Many of them chattering, some into their mobile phones, some blasting music through their headphones so loudly he could hear every drum beat and lyric, and of course the sound of the tannoy cutting through the air every few minutes with its latest dire update. 
“The District line is currently experiencing severe delays. Please keep moving down the platform and stay back behind the yellow line.”
Very helpful advice, thought Andrew, as he looked around at a platform so crowded that he couldn’t see any space for people to move into, let alone any sign of the yellow line beneath their feet. He couldn’t wait to tell his wife Jackie about this he thought to himself as he steadfastly defended the tiny area of space he had forged as his own amongst the thriving, frustrated mass of travellers around him. It had been she who had persuaded him to travel into London today on the tube instead of taking the service car his company could have put on for him. The Jag he usually would have used was in the garage for repairs as a result of some idiot in a transit van running into the back of it last Friday night. 
Fortunately, Andrew hadn’t been in the car at the time, but Charlie had been at the wheel and had told him how the van ran a red light and ploughed straight into him before he’d had the chance to take preventative measures. It had been a blessing that Charlie had emerged from the accident without a scratch on him and even more so that he had dropped Andrew off at his home moments earlier because the impact of the crash had caused the back seats to buckle inwards. Anybody sitting in them at the time would probably not have walked away.  
With his vehicle out of action for the foreseeable future, Charlie had made arrangements for another car to be used to keep Andrew mobile this week. But when the driver had suddenly reported issues with his back, Andrew had been left in the lurch. The complaint was either a delayed consequence of the crash or a belated attempt to claim compensation, although Andrew doubted the latter, as he believed he had always paid his driver well enough for him not to be tempted to take such action. Either way, Charlie had phoned Andrew last night and let him know that he wouldn’t be able to pick him up at their usual time in the morning. 
Before Andrew could make plans for a replacement driver, Jackie had suggested that he use the tube to travel into work instead. He had immediately rejected the idea for several reasons, the main one being that he simply didn’t want to. It had been years since he had used public transport and he had assumed he would never have to use it again. It wasn’t that he thought travelling that way was beneath him, but rather that there were other means of transport that provided more comfort and peace like riding in the back of a Jaguar. Besides, he hadn’t worked as long and as hard as he had over the years to deny himself the fruits of his labour. Yes, he knew he was privileged to be able to afford a driver, but that didn’t mean he should feel bad when he exercised that privilege. 
Jackie had responded with an interesting and varied argument, beginning with the notion that it would be good for him to spend a day actually experiencing the city he worked in rather than just observing it from behind the screen of a car door or an office window. The tube network, she said, was the main artery of the city and it was shameful that he hadn’t used it in over a decade. But as Andrew had continued to protest, the real reason for her suggestion began to emerge. She wanted him to learn a lesson, one she felt he hadn’t properly taken on board since the incident that had resulted in him requiring a driver to chauffeur him about the city. 
Eight months ago, he had been stopped by the police whilst driving home from an award show in the West End and, after being breathalysed, had been found to be four times over the drink driving limit. The courts had judged that considering the high alcohol level in his blood, and the nine points he already had on his licence for various speeding offences in recent years, it was appropriate to give him a two-year ban from driving. Andrew had been surprised at the verdict, not least because he had employed an expensive lawyer, known in the industry as ‘The Loophole Lawyer’, who he had presumed would get him out of this mess. However, despite the lawyer’s best and most creative efforts, the defence had been dismissed and the suspension imposed.
The first thing Andrew did was appoint a driver, aka Charlie, to ferry him to and from the office each day as well as to any other events he needed to attend. Jackie had, quite rightly, been furious at this decision and felt he wasn’t going to feel the full effects of the punishment if he was being driven around everywhere for the next two years. She couldn’t believe her husband had put himself in such a stupid and dangerous position to drive while under the influence. It was when she had broken down in tears in front of him, crying about how she couldn’t bear it if he had got into an accident, that the consequences of what might have gone wrong had fully hit him. 
He had apologised profusely and spent much of the last few months trying to make it up to her. He thought he had been doing a good job of it, although it was now clear that she still harboured some anger and resentment about how easily he had managed to skirt around the punishment the courts had given him. In the end, he had agreed to her suggestion of travelling by tube today, firstly, because she had made a good argument about a man of his age facing the consequences of his actions and secondly, because it had been approaching eleven on a Sunday evening and he had been too exhausted to disagree. 
In a small way, he had come to think it might not be so bad after all. If all went well with the trains, the journey into the office would end up being a lot quicker than going by car. However, that notion had gone completely out of the window the moment he had set foot on the platform and realised the trains weren’t running. He had immediately felt his blood pressure rising at the sight of the crowd, and while he had done his best to remain calm, he could feel his mood darkening the longer he spent on the platform listening to the announcements about the delays. This was certainly not what the doctor had ordered. 
He had considered using his recent health scare as an argument in the discussion with Jackie the previous evening, saying perhaps him being on a crowded underground train wasn’t the best for him or his heart. But he had quickly dismissed the idea from his mind. Having tried it once before, he had learnt not to use the issue as an argument against doing something he didn’t want to do. That time it had been in an attempt to avoid attending a meal with a couple of Jackie’s friends, neither of whom he particularly liked. Jackie had been so upset that he would use something as serious as his health as a ploy to avoid spending time with people he didn’t like that he had known not to try it again.
The original incident with his heart had come after a particularly busy period at work. He had just completed the third sixteen-hour workday of the week and was in the back of the Jag on the way home when the chest pains had started. He had done his best to keep it from Charlie, but in the end, he was struggling to breathe and had had to get his driver’s attention. Charlie had quickly redirected the vehicle to the nearest hospital, where after treatment and tests, it was determined that he had suffered a mild heart attack. 
Andrew had initially put the whole thing down to his age. Being a man in his fifties, he felt it was perhaps inevitable that something like this would happen eventually. The doctors had, of course, disagreed and had blamed it on his hectic and highly stressful working life. While he had done his best to contest that, Jackie had obviously chosen the opinion of the medical experts over her workaholic husband and demanded that he reduce his schedule immediately. 
So, after a brief period of bed rest, which had only caused Andrew more stress due to all the work he was falling behind on, he had slowly returned to the office, albeit on a much more restricted scale. At least that’s what Jackie thought. If she could see his inbox this morning, then she would see that there was nothing restricted about it. But he had assured her he was fine to work and to be fair, he was doing everything the doctors had told him to do. He was taking his medication. He was exercising daily. He was meditating. Okay, so he wasn’t doing that last one, but Jackie thought he was, which was the main thing. 
Jackie had hoped the whole episode with his heart would make him see that it was time to retire. After all, he was a hugely successful businessman, and money would never be a concern for either of them ever again. She didn’t see what sense there was in him returning to work, putting himself under pressure again and winding up in an early grave. She felt it was time for him to relax and enjoy the little things in life. But Andrew knew it wasn’t as simple as that. He hadn’t got to the position he was in by relaxing. Success in his profession had demanded long hours, constant attention to the tiniest details and an inner drive and belief that would never let him rest while his rivals were still out there working. Although deep down, he knew that what he had been through had sapped some of his energy and, loathe as he was to admit it, he knew he couldn’t go on forever. The relentless lifestyle that had seen him rise from the bottom of his industry all the way to the top would have to cease eventually. But not yet. Not until he had one last win. He knew it was out there for him somewhere, and the only way he was going to go out was on top.  
“Ladies and gentlemen, we apologise for the delay to the District Line service today. This is due to a person on the tracks at Cannon Street. This line is now suspended, and we advise that you seek alternative routes to your destinations.”
Everybody on the platform instantly groaned then quickly fell eerily silent. This was the usual reaction that followed such an announcement. It was the sound of frustration at a long delay, immediately followed by the sombre acknowledgement that somebody had decided it was better to end things in front of a train than keep on living. 
Andrew sighed again and turned to follow the majority of people off the platform, all of them deciding it was better to go in search of another route or seek a completely alternative mode of transport than spend another minute here.
As he made it into the taxi queue outside the station, he decided to give himself a break from the headache of his email account and do something that both his doctor and Jackie had recommended, which was to use social media. While that wasn’t everyone’s idea of relaxing, studies had shown short bursts of activity online were good for mood levels. If ever there was a time that he could use a dopamine hit it was now. He had also come to see how someone in his position could benefit from the exposure of being online. 
He tapped the Instagram button, and the feed instantly appeared on his screen. He wasn’t a fan of Facebook and couldn’t abide Twitter, but he did quite like Instagram. It was less about the snarky comments and attention-seeking status updates and more about the beauty of a well-taken photograph. He had made sure not to follow too many work-related accounts, as that would have defeated the purpose of his being on there in the first place and had instead followed many accounts that related to his two other passions. 
Travel and movies.
He scrolled through his timeline while waiting in the queue and saw several things of interest. A stunning shot of a hotel in the Maldives. The trailer for the latest Jason Statham action movie. The snow-covered peaks of the Alps. A quote from Tarantino. His thumb kept scrolling until something he saw made it stop. It was a post by his favourite actress. A woman who had starred in his favourite film from the past year. A woman he admired as much for her acting ability as for her natural beauty. A woman called Camilla Collette. 
He double-tapped the video and saw it was a young man busking in the Underground. The guy was playing the guitar and singing a song Andrew hadn’t heard before, which was unusual because Andrew had heard most songs in his time. He watched and listened. Then he watched it again. And again. After the fourth time, he left the Instagram app, accessed his contacts list and made a call. The phone was answered on the second ring. 
“Joan, cancel my 9 o’clock. I think I’ve just found our next act.” 
He hung up, then quickly forwarded the video link to several colleagues. He would have sent it to even more people if he could, but the taxi arrived, and he daren’t risk missing it, so he quickly climbed into the back seat and slammed the door shut on the noisy rabble outside. 
“Starlight Studios, Whitechapel. I’ll give you an extra fifty if you get me there within the hour.”
But the driver did nothing except stare in his rear-view mirror at the man in the back of his cab. Andrew was too busy firing off emails on his phone to notice until eventually, he realised the vehicle wasn’t moving. He looked up, just as the driver turned around to get a better look at his passenger.  
“Didn’t you used to be a judge on the X Factor?” the driver asked him. Andrew sighed and nodded his head. It was going to be a long morning. But after seeing that video, he knew it was also going to be a fruitful one. 
As long as he could get there first. 
He was just about to watch the video again when a text message came through from Joan that made his body turn cold. 
‘Terrorist attack on the Central Line. Be careful.’ 



Supriya
CENTRAL LINE: (Eastbound)
Shepherds Bush –> Marble Arch
08:06
Supriya Patel saw the armed police first. They were standing on the other side of the ticket barrier with automatic weapons slung across their torso, and they were wearing bullet-proof vests, or stab-proof vests, or maybe both. She didn’t really know. They just looked extremely protected and extremely armed. 
The scene may have been normal for people going to work in a third world country or even somewhere as dangerous as New York City, but it still felt odd to see armed officers on the streets in the UK. Fair enough it was in London, but still, this was Shepherd’s Bush, not Somalia. Unfortunately, due to the current climate, such measures were deemed necessary to keep the public safe. Or at least make them feel like they were being kept safe. Their presence didn’t mean there were any current or imminent threats to worry about but were simply part of an on-going programme to show the city was secure and well defended. Still, Supriya wished it wasn’t something she had to see when she was just trying to get to work.
She slapped her Oyster card on the barrier, but annoyingly it didn’t open. When she tried again, the message universally dreaded by London commuters flashed up on the machine screen in harsh red letters: ‘Seek Assistance’. Either the card reader was faulty, or she was going to have to make the walk of shame back through the queues to the top-up machines by the entrance. But Supriya was certain she had money on her card. Not much, but some. And it was not as if this would be the first time the train barriers had developed a brain of their own. 
Ignoring the cascade of tuts and sighs behind her, she moved across to the next machine and tried her card again. This time the gates swung open triumphantly. That was typical, she thought, as she passed through onto the other side, annoyed that she had been delayed, yet relieved that there was still some money on the card after all.
As she strolled past the two armed men standing by the escalators, she smiled nonchalantly at them, before returning a look of concentration to her face and focusing ahead. It occurred to her that it must be human nature even for innocent people to try and emit an aura of good citizenship around officers of the law, and she, it seemed, was no exception. Not that a 5’4 Indian woman in her early twenties was the type of person that would attract their suspicion.  
In her haste to step onto the escalator and move inconspicuously away from the policemen, she misjudged her footing and almost fell straight down the moving staircase. Several people noticed her little mishap, and she felt her cheeks burning as she held onto the handrail and descended into the dingy, windowless vacuum that was the Underground train network.
When she had first moved to London from her hometown of Burnley ten months ago, she had vowed both publicly and privately that she would never use the tube while she was here. She said this was because she didn’t agree with the expensive costs, the cramped conditions and the health risks involved with spending regular time beneath the surface riding eardrum bursting trains through pitch black, polluted tunnels. Her friends and work colleagues mocked her, of course, and had assured her that she would eventually concede, but she had been defiant. She cited the expense, stress and damage to health, and confirmed that she wouldn’t be going beneath ground anytime soon. But she had kept the real reason for her wanting to avoid the tube to herself. 
Ever since she could remember, she had a fear of being caught up in a terrorist attack. With the train bombings in London and Madrid still a vivid childhood memory, she didn’t feel she could get an underground train in a major international city without having some sort of panic attack. 
It didn’t matter that this wasn’t particularly rational thinking, especially when it came to her opinions on other forms of transport. She still used planes despite the events of 9/11. She still used overground trains to go and visit family and friends in the north, despite them being just as likely to be targeted as underground ones. But there was something different about the tube. She just felt like it was such an obvious target for any would-be attackers. Maybe it was the sheer volume of people who used them in rush hour or maybe it was because if anything did happen underground, then you would be fighting for your life while trapped in a cramped train carriage deep below the surface. 
Planes could be tolerated because she liked to go on holiday and if anything did happen then it was likely to be over quickly. Overground trains were similar. She had to visit home, and it somehow didn’t feel as dangerous when you were whizzing alongside the green fields of rural England. But commuting on the tube was different, because the thought of being killed, maimed or mentally scarred in an attack whilst on the way to a job she wasn’t particularly fond of just seemed stupid. 
So, even though the house share she had moved into when she moved down south was only six minutes away from the train station, she had insisted on walking everywhere. To work, to the shops, to parties, to tourist destinations. Of course, it wasn’t easy but compared to the other option, which was a constant nagging fear of being blown up, it was preferable. The anxiety did have some benefits. With all the walking she was doing, she was smashing the daily recommended target of ten thousand steps, and the puppy fat she had carried throughout her youth had started to melt away. But eventually, she realised her plan was flawed, which had dawned on her around November time when her leisurely strolls down the sun-kissed streets of summer had turned into epic battles against the wind, rain and ice of winter. Therefore, she had reluctantly compromised on her self-imposed public transport ban by taking the bus. 
Except there was one problem. The bus route towards her office was long-winded and irregular, which pretty much guaranteed that she would arrive late every day. So finally, after much personal turmoil and much public ribbing from her friends, she had conceded and committed to using the tube network as part of her commute. 
She had done her best to suppress her negative thoughts and had further placated her fears by reminding herself that based on recent attacks in London, she was just as likely to be caught up in an incident above ground as she was below it. Frankly, thinking about terrorism too much was enough to discourage her from ever leaving the house again, so she knew she had to exercise some self-discipline, however, despite her best efforts, the worry was still there, chattering away in the deepest recesses of her mind.
She remembered when London Mayor Sadiq Kahn had remarked in an interview that terrorist attacks were simply part of living in a major city, almost implying that the chance of being a victim of terror was just one of the negative consequences Londoners had to weigh up, alongside overpriced property and polluted air. While on one hand, this was massively disrespectful to the victims and those who had lost people in such attacks, it was also sadly true. A by-product of living in a major metropolis was that there were a lot of people crammed into small areas and anywhere where that was the case would always attract evil people with evil intentions. Like it or not, Supriya knew that everyone who lived in London was a potential target, herself included. 
However, having used the tube regularly over the winter months, she found it difficult to break the habit now that summer was here. That’s why even today, on a clear, sunny summer morning she was still heading down into the bowels of the Central Line instead of strolling to work alongside the tree-lined walls of Hyde Park. 
The extra hour in bed was also hard to give up. 
As the escalator descended, Supriya had plenty to feel happy about. While she wasn’t particularly enjoying her current ‘temp’ job, she had been contacted by a recruitment agency and told that she was a great candidate for a Content Writer position they were looking to fill. The role sounded interesting and apparently offered plenty of opportunity for progression and just ten minutes on the phone with the recruiter had convinced her that moving to the capital as a career choice had been a wise decision. The money she could make here massively dwarfed what she could have earned in a similar position in her hometown, and the move down south came with the added benefits of a better social life and the opportunity to be a tourist every weekend. Plus, it rained a lot less here than it did in Burnley which made a hell of a difference when you pulled open the curtains every morning to see what the day had in store for you. Yes, it had been tough to start with, and yes, she was still currently in a job she hated, but things were looking up, and there were plenty of reasons to be optimistic as she embarked on another week as an adopted Londoner. 
Supriya tried to keep that wave of positivity going as she was confronted by the hundreds of people jammed into the tunnel ahead of her. Another painful journey was about to commence. But she had left her flat in good time and so didn’t need to worry too much about pushing and shoving to get to work quicker. 
A train arrived up ahead, and Supriya shuffled forward as more space was created on the platform. She saw the doors of the train close, and it was on its way again, zooming away with countless lives on board. For those left behind it was a three-minute wait for the next one. This speed of transport was a far cry from what she had been used to at home where the pace of life was leisurely, to say the least. When her parents had journeyed down to London to visit her last month, her father couldn’t fathom how every single person here seemed to be in a rush. It wasn’t that he was stuck in the past or a naysayer of modern life, he just simply didn’t know why everyone seemed to be hurrying around. 
“Surely wherever they are going will still be there if they slowed down a little,” he had said to Supriya and his wife, as they had stood in the centre of Piccadilly Circus watching the whirlwind of pedestrians around them. 
Supriya had told him about an interesting study she had heard on a podcast, which had found that the population of a city could be determined by filming its inhabitants walking on the pavement. By judging how many steps people took across a certain space and how long it took them, an average could be deciphered and used to estimate the population of that city. The theory was that the faster people walked, the higher the population was. The study turned out to be surprisingly accurate at predicting the number of people living in each location. Her dad had just replied by saying that people had too much time on their hands if they were compiling studies like that and, to be fair, she had to agree with him. 
She heard the next train approaching and was about to take a step forward when she felt the point of a high heel shoe digging into her foot and instantly recoiled in pain. She quickly pulled her foot away and looked to the owner of the heel for an apology or at least some kind of acknowledgement that it was a mistake. But none was forthcoming. Typical, she thought to herself. That was one area where the north trumped the south. Manners. Very few people down here seemed to have much compassion for their fellow human. Getting someone to say hello as you passed them was tough. Getting someone to say sorry was nigh on impossible. But the train was here, and she didn’t have time to feel sorry for herself and her throbbing limb. It was time to push forward or get left behind.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flurry of movement further down the platform and turned to look. There seemed to be a lot of pushing and shoving going on. Then somebody shouted. Then somebody threw a punch. 
It was a full-on fight. 
The train doors opened, and the people around Supriya poured towards the train, either unaware of the fight or simply not interested. But she just watched, unsure how or why it had started and not wanting to board the train until she had at least some idea of what was going on. Then somebody screamed, and every single worry she had possessed regarding the tube and terrorists and London went rushing through her mind again. Adrenaline began to pump through her body, and she felt herself going into fight or flight mode. Suddenly people were running away from the fight and towards Supriya and her end of the platform. 
Something terrible was happening down there.
Supriya turned and tried to run back towards the escalator, but the wall of people in the way made it impossible. She felt the crush from the panicked masses behind her and heard more screaming. People shouted to those in front of them to run, and those at the rear of the queue had quickly got the message and turned to make their escape. It was suddenly like a release valve had been opened, and the previously solid, clogged-up chunk of people in the tunnel was transformed into a fast-flowing river of panicking souls. Supriya was right in the middle of it all, and as far as she knew she was running for her life. 
She reached the escalator, which had quickly become a pinch point, incapable of dealing with the number of people who were now trying to access it. She saw some people running up the opposing escalator, against the flow of the mechanics and thought about doing the same. But she knew she wasn’t fit enough, and she didn’t want to risk not being able to make it up. Instead, she simply pushed the person in front of her, just like she was being pushed from behind, and soon she was on the escalator heading away from the danger. 
She heard shouting up ahead and saw the two armed officers running down the escalator towards the panic. Someone shouted for help as they passed. Another person shouted “Bomb!” 
That only increased the fear on the overworked escalators. Supriya couldn’t believe what was happening. Her worst nightmare was coming true. She was caught right in the middle of an attack.
She was thankful to make it back to ground level and saw people leaping over the ticket barriers in their haste to leave the station. She saw some of the barriers had been opened by the TfL staff and so she poured through one of them amongst a sea of fellow commuters. Within seconds she was back outside beneath a clear blue sky, where the sound of sirens already filled the air. 
Pedestrians were asking the evacuees what had happened, and plenty of them were telling them what they thought, despite the fact that nobody really knew what was going on down there. But that didn’t stop any of them logging onto social media to document their panic, fear and overall disbelief at how lucky they had been to escape. 
Supriya opened her Twitter app and quickly typed out a similar message, one which was bound to be seen by countless users in London and around the world and would only add to the panic in an already fragile and anxious city.  
‘OMG, TERRORISTS AT SHEPHERD’S BUSH. PRAY FOR LONDON.’



Hani
CENTRAL LINE: (Eastbound)
Shepherds Bush –> Bank
08:05
Hani Al-Najjar enjoyed nothing more than planning how he was going to kill his neighbour. It always made him feel better and certainly helped pass the time while he was travelling on the Underground. Today was no different, and as he walked down the escalator steps, his mind once again returned to his new favourite game. 
He could knock on the door, and when the neighbour opened it, Hani could jab a pair of scissors straight into his neck. Granted, it was a messy way of doing it, but it would be surprising and effective and come with the bonus that he would get to look into his victim’s eyes as the life drained from him. Alternatively, he could hide outside the man’s flat in the dark until he exited, then jump out and bash his head in with a frying pan. It would be noisy and require several blows to complete the job, but it would be extremely satisfying to know that he had eliminated his enemy with a basic kitchen tool. Knives were always an option, as was strangulation by kitchen towel and drowning him in his own toilet. The possibilities were endless, and Hani felt warm inside as he contemplated every single one of them. 
He reached the bottom of the escalator and was just about to turn down the corridor for his platform when he saw the wall of people blocking his route. Such a sight wasn’t unusual for this time of the morning on the Central Line, when the demand for a place on the next train was far greater than the service could accommodate. There was nothing he could do other than queue patiently and gradually shuffle forward whenever possible until he reached the platform. But being patient was easier said than done because all the people in the queue were tired, on their way to a job they didn’t want to do and, most of all, angry about the complete shambles that the tube network had become. 
To call the people who ran the line incompetent would be like saying Manchester United used to be quite good at football or that Margot Robbie is reasonably attractive. It was obvious to everyone that was forced to use this route every day that those in charge had no idea how to cope with the large numbers of commuters and weren’t doing much in the way of trying to find out. The worst part of it all was that everyone that was wedged into this tunnel was paying for the privilege to be here. 
For Hani, this was simply another inconvenience in a life that was becoming full of them. He knew it would be a while before he got through this rabble and made it into a position where he would be able to board the next train, so he stood, glumly, with his hands in his pockets, waiting for the opportunity to move forward, inch by painstaking inch. There was a bit of pushing and shoving going on up ahead, as there always was when you mixed someone who was frustrated and high on caffeine with someone who was frustrated and low on caffeine. Everybody here believed that their journey was more important than that of the person next to them. On the whole, this wasn’t the case, but that didn’t prevent people from trying to force those around them to move out of their way. 
As the TfL slogan stated and Mayor Sadiq Kahn had often repeated: Every Journey Matters. Except somehow it didn’t seem like that message had got through to the people who made the journeys, or the people responsible for managing them. 
As Hani moved forward, his thoughts gradually returned to his neighbour and what he would do to him if he could get away with it. Maybe sneak into his flat and hide in his wardrobe, so that when he opened it to pull out a sweater, Hani could leap out and hack him to death with two coat hangers. He could catch him taking a bath and throw a toaster into the water with him, which would, of course, be connected to the mains at the time. Or maybe he could douse the guy in cooking oil and as his victim slid around on the greasy floor, drop a match on top and watch him cook. So many ideas, some of them quite disturbing, but oh boy, did they feel good to fantasise about.   
The problem was that fantasy is all they would ever be. Hani knew he wasn’t capable of murder. He was just somebody who was entertaining the idea because he was a tenant in a flat with a noisy neighbour. Hani had moved into his current address in January and initially believed he had found himself a great place to live in a city that was full of not-so-great places to live. A one-bedroom flat on the second floor of a three-storey block not far from Shepherd’s Bush Market. It was modern, well-furnished and the cost of rent was below average compared to the other properties in the area. He had signed a two-year lease but had fully expected to extend that when the term was up. Oh, how wrong he had been! Now, instead of that lease seeming like a piece of good fortune, it had become an albatross around his neck and the only thing tying him to the most selfish and infuriating person he had ever met. 
There were seven people in the block, including him. Six of them were quiet, respectful and mostly kept to themselves - all normal, socially aware human beings. The seventh person, however, was different. He possessed none of the traits of his fellow renters. The seventh one was the devil. Daryll was his name. Or ‘Dickhead Daryll’ as Hani had taken to calling him. Or ‘Dumb Daryll’. Or ‘Devious Daryll’. Or ‘Disgraceful Daryll’. 
It had started when he had been woken up at 5 am one morning by the sound of his bedroom vibrating. He didn’t know what it was until it happened again the next morning. And the next. Hani soon realised there was somebody in the building using a blender to make breakfast. 
At 5 am. 
It might not have been such a problem if he had been an early riser himself, but he wasn’t required to be at work until half eight, so being woken a good two hours before his alarm was due to go off every day simply wasn’t an option. After knocking on several doors, he had managed to find the culprit. It had been quite easy. The residents of the first three doors he knocked on said they didn’t have a blender, but they knew who did and good luck getting him to stop. It turned out it was owned by a guy called Daryll who lived in the flat below. So Hani attempted to do what no one else in the block had successfully achieved before. He set out to convince this man that using a loud, churning machine in what basically amounted to the middle of the night was not ideal for neighbour relations. 
He had knocked on Daryll’s door with a sense of optimism and confidence. Unfortunately, both those feelings were quickly dashed once the door had been opened. It was clear from the first time of meeting him that Daryll wasn’t a reasonable human being. 
The first words out of his mouth when he saw Hani on the doorstep were “what the fuck do you want?”
When Hani explained that he was hoping the blender could be used at a more reasonable hour, like 7 am, the next words out of Daryll’s mouth were similar to the first. 
The rude tenant swore again and closed the door. 
It was safe to say that it hadn’t gone as well as Hani had expected, though it had gone exactly as the rest of his neighbours had warned him. 
Not one to fall at the first hurdle, Hani had tried again. But this time there had been no answer. What had followed, had been weeks of dealing with landlords, the council and anyone else who might have the tiniest bit of authority in terms of preventing his neighbour from waking everybody up so early in the morning. But all of it was in vain. He spoke to a lot of different people who may have been able to help, but it seemed that if they weren’t the ones being woken up by the sound of fruit being sliced into a million pieces, then they didn’t care. 
Hani was frustrated. But worse than that, he was sleep-deprived. With no help from the owners of the building and with Daryll not answering his door anymore there was only one thing left to do. Hide outside in the corridor and wait for Daryll to leave. 
So there Hani had been, tucked away inside the mailbox cupboard with the door slightly ajar, peeping out and waiting for Daryll to leave his flat. For someone who was awake at 5 am making breakfast, it took a surprisingly long time for Daryll to step outside his home in the morning. But finally, just after half seven, he had emerged, like a troll leaving his cave, and Hani had been waiting. As Daryll shuffled by the closet, Hani had leapt out of it, catching his target off guard. Daryll had returned fire with his usual assortment of colourful language, but Hani wasn’t having any of it this time. He told Daryll that the anti-social blender use had to stop. 
“Or what?” Daryll had retorted. 
“Or,” Hani said, stepping right up to the face of the ignorant man, “I’ll shove that blender so far up your arse the next thing that comes out of it will be you.” 
Hani wasn’t sure what kind of response he would receive after making such a threat. Truth be told, he had surprised himself with the outburst and wasn’t exactly sure where all that anger had come from, although he suspected several weeks of interrupted sleep had something to do with it. But where had this little outburst gotten him? 
After getting over the initial surprise of his neighbour jumping out of a closet and threatening to do unspeakable things with a kitchen appliance, Daryll had simply stood his ground, smirked and said, “I ain’t stopping, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”
With that, he had walked away, leaving Hani bubbling away inside. That had been two months ago, and despite Hani’s efforts since then, it seemed Daryll was right. There really had been nothing he could do about it. Unless he resorted to murder, which while tempting and something he thought about daily, was probably not the best life choice he could make. He would just have to wait until his lease ran down and then get the hell out of the flat and as far away from Daryll and his blasted blender as he could.
Hani had been so deep into another fantasy about murdering his neighbour that he hadn’t noticed that the queue had moved considerably and he was now on the platform. The first thing he felt was the heat. It was absolutely stifling down here. He knew that his current position in the middle of the platform wasn’t the best for ensuring he would get on the next train when it arrived, and so he began to squeeze himself down towards one of the ends. People had a habit of bunching up in the area at which they arrived on the platform, but there was space to be had on the outskirts if you were willing to go looking for it. 
Hani painstakingly made his way through the crowds in pursuit of a better standard of journey. But, as usual, some people objected to somebody else trying to get past them and so made it as difficult for him to pass as they could. Hani was already feeling irritable due to the lack of sleep that had become a way of life recently, but now he was getting really frustrated. He could see plenty of space on the platform at the bottom end, beyond the heads of those who had bunched up in the middle, but, as was typical of London commuters, the majority of people had claimed their spot and refused to budge when somebody else wanted to get by. 
Hani ultimately had to abandon his attempt to get further down the platform and make do with where he was, which was jammed tightly in between a six-foot guy in a muscle shirt and a short, bearded man in a large coat. The next train burst through the tunnel, and finally, it seemed that Hani would get out of this place and start his day. 
As the train came to a stop, the crowd surged towards the doors, despite them not having even been opened yet. Somebody behind Hani pushed against him, and he couldn’t stop himself falling into the muscular guy who had edged ahead of him. The guy turned around, took one look at Hani and shoved him backwards. Hard. 
Hani was kept from tumbling to the floor by the sheer volume of people behind him and so having managed to stay on his feet he went eyeball to eyeball with the guy. On any other day, Hani would have realised he was no match for his opponent and despite the aggrievance, he would have just let it go and chalked it up to the usual irritations of the tube. He had never got into a fight before, and in normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have done now either. But on this day, after all the sleepless nights and the feuding with his neighbour and the complete despair at being pushed around in life both literally and metaphorically he had had enough.
He punched the guy square in the jaw. 
There was a loud crack, and Hani was certain he had just broken his hand. 
The guy he had hit fell back into a girl, who turned around, saw the blood and screamed. 
The bearded man shoved Hani. 
Somebody else shoved the bearded man. 
And then the muscular guy recomposed himself and swung for Hani. 
Somebody shouted for them to stop. 
Another girl screamed. 
The tube doors opened and as the people inside went to disembark, several of them saw the commotion on the platform. 
Screaming. 
Shouting. 
Panicking. 
And one huge fight between several men of different colours and creeds. 
A passenger on the train pulled the panic alarm as some people tried to get back on the tube while others tried to get off it. 
All the while, the fight continued, and the crowd was so dense that nobody knew what was really happening anymore. 
Then somebody shouted “Bomb,” and all hell broke loose. 



Anke
Piccadilly Line: (Westbound)
Acton Town –> Heathrow
07:48
Anke Svensson knew her husband had cheated on her again, and now she was ready to make sure that it would be for the last time. Hauling her large suitcase through the Underground network, with her two young boys Gunnar and Britt in tow, she was finally putting her grand plan into action. 
She was going to divorce Mathias. That was a given at this point, after the irrefutable evidence she had seen that proved he had been up to his old tricks again. A legal separation would hit him hard emotionally but also, and more importantly, financially. She would be entitled to half of his money, which was a considerable amount, what with him being the owner of a global kitchen design company and all. But stopping at a simple divorce would be letting him off the hook too easily. She would still have to return to Sweden and explain to everybody what had happened, while he would probably remain in London and keep on screwing the next pretty young thing to get a job in his showroom. 
She had to do more than just end the relationship. She had to almost end him, and she knew the perfect way to do it. 
Anke put a protective arm out in front of her boys as they reached the platform and watched the next train coming towards them. Perfect timing. She could only hope the rest of her masterplan would go as smoothly. She ushered her children onto the train, which wasn’t easy with all the luggage they were carrying. Gunnar and Britt had packed their own suitcases, which was probably a disaster waiting to happen, but she figured anything they had left behind could be sent to them at a later date. The important thing was that they had made it out of the house without Mathias knowing they had gone. By the time he discovered that his latest dalliance had been rumbled, Anke and the boys would already be 35,000ft up in the sky and halfway back to Gothenburg. 
The trio bundled themselves into the carriage just in time before the doors slid shut behind them. She let the youngsters take a seat while she stood, and the train moved on. There was simply too much adrenaline running through her to entertain sitting down. She checked her watch and saw that everything was right on schedule. When she had concocted this scheme a couple of weeks earlier, she hadn’t been sure she could pull it off. Getting to the airport was the easy bit. But the rest of it had taken some serious planning, and it was out of her hands now as to how successful that part of her revenge would be. As she watched Gunnar and Britt teasing each other over an electronic game they were playing, she had that terrible thought again. 
What if she had gone too far with the events she had put into motion?
He had cheated, but did that mean he deserved to be destroyed? But then he had destroyed her, their marriage and their family. So yes, he did deserve everything that was about to happen to him today.
Before she had decided on her course of action, she hadn’t known what to do. All she had reasoned was that she couldn’t ignore this infidelity and carry on as normal, pretending as if nothing had happened. She had tried that before and look where it had gotten her. Right back to square one.
The first time she discovered that her husband had broken his marital vows was while the family were vacationing in Sicily two years ago. Mathias had taken the boys on a boat trip, while she had remained back at the hotel for a half-day spa session that he had booked for her as an early birthday present. Just before she left the room to go down to the spa, she had realised he had left his phone charging on the bedside table. It was very unlike Mathias to leave his phone unattended. It was so unlike him in fact that she often teased him and said the device was like a fifth limb on him. Seeing it lying there also made her remember that she had never actually looked at her husband’s phone without his permission in all the time they had been together. She knew it was wrong to go snooping and at that point, she didn’t really have any reason to do so, but still, she had picked up the phone and attempted to crack the access code. 
She had got it on the third attempt. It had been their wedding anniversary, which made her smile. How quickly that smile had been wiped away. She saw numerous emails, but they were all work-related. She saw a couple of messages from his friends back home discussing their next poker game. There was even a message to their cleaner, asking her to ensure their home was prepared for their return in a few days’ time. All in all, it had been standard fare, and she felt a little ashamed that she had even bothered to look. But just as she was about to lock the phone and return it to the bedside table, she noticed an email arrive in his inbox from someone called Henning Jorgensson. 
Now that alone wouldn’t have roused her curiosity, but it was the title of the email that made her look at it twice. The message was labelled ‘Meeting request – 18th August, 7 pm’. That date was her birthday, so she knew her husband would have to decline and rearrange it. But the start time was unusual. Seven in the evening. Who would request a meeting so late? Henning Jorgensson apparently. Anke decided to open the email to see what exactly the meeting was supposed to be about and why it couldn’t take place in more routine hours. Upon reading the email, the reason for the evening start time had become clear. Henning Jorgensson might not be as innocent as he seemed. 
The message read:
We are due for a catch-up. Meet me at The Elite Plaza Hotel, the usual room. I’ve booked it on my corporate card. Don’t be late. Or I’ll have to punish you like last time x
There were several things in that message that had made her suspicious. 
The usual room. I’ll have to punish you. And of course, the kiss at the end. 
Now either Henning was a woman, or he was a very affectionate man who wanted to meet her husband in a hotel and punish him. Either way, something was going on, and it didn’t seem like the sort of something a married man should be doing. After calming down her breathing and forcing herself not to cry, she had eventually decided that there was only one way to find out what the message meant. She had opened the meeting request again and pressed the ‘Accept Meeting’ button. Then she had deleted the meeting from his calendar and locked the phone.
Anke had spent the whole of her forty-first birthday counting down the hours until 7 pm, when she would be able to go to the Elite Plaza Hotel and find out what her husband had been up to. She had told Mathias she was meeting one of her best friends for an early evening cocktail by the harbour and that she would rendezvous with him at their favourite restaurant, Somm, at eight. As she had walked into the hotel that evening, she had still hoped that their dinner date would go ahead as normal and that this would all turn out to be one big misunderstanding on her part, for which she would be more than happy to apologise. 
Unfortunately, that hadn’t been the case. 
She had told the young man on the reception desk that she was here to surprise her friend Henning Jorgensson. She knew he was staying here but had forgotten to note down his room number and she didn’t want to spoil the surprise by contacting him to get it. The receptionist had been reluctant to pass on a guest’s room number, but Anke had used all her charm and still considerable beauty to persuade him into giving up that information. 
Five minutes later she had knocked on the door of room number 414, and her worst fears had been realised when it was answered by a brunette woman in her mid-twenties wearing expensive lingerie and holding an open bottle of champagne. By the look on the young woman’s face when she opened the door, she knew exactly who Anke was and knew that her night of passion was not going to go ahead as planned. 
The scorned wife had demanded the girl tell her everything and eventually, after a few tears from both parties, she had done so. 
The affair had been going on for four months. The girl worked with Mathias, and while she knew he was married, she hadn’t turned him down when he had made a pass at her after a corporate event one Thursday night. They had settled on ‘Henning Jorgensson’ as a suitable code name after Mathias had recalled once knowing a man by that name who had been the most boring creature he had ever come across. It had seemed like the perfect foil, and one which would avoid arousing suspicion should his wife ever go looking through his phone. 
But how wrong he had been. 
Anke had left Mathias waiting at the restaurant that evening and had not answered his phone calls. When he finally returned home and asked her what the hell had happened, she simply told him that she had spent the evening with a Mr Henning Jorgensson, and that he actually wasn’t as boring as Mathias had made out. 
Divorce had been the first thought on her mind at the time, but as the days went by and the dust had settled, Mathias had convinced her to give him a second chance. If it had just been the two of them, she would probably have walked away, but the presence of their two young boys and the thought of what the separation might do to them had persuaded her to give him one final opportunity to be a better husband.  But she had demanded some big changes. 
When he told her about his idea of moving to work at the new London office, helping to build the brand from there, she thought it was the perfect escape from the memories of what he had done to her in Gothenburg. So the family had moved to the UK, and for the year they had been there it had been as wonderful as she had hoped. The boys had settled in their new school, she had found a charming home in the leafy streets of Richmond, and she and Mathias had focused on strengthening their fragile relationship. They took long walks together along the Thames, spent Sunday afternoons getting tipsy in the local pubs and had regular weekends away from the children in luxurious hotels in picturesque parts of Surrey and Kent. 
As time had gone on, Anke had felt the deep wound of betrayal slowly closing and it had to be said that the change of scene had definitely helped them all. Around this time Mathias’s company was going from strength to strength, and he even talked about selling up at fifty and taking early retirement, giving him and Anke time to see the world while Gunnar and Britt were at university. It all sounded too good to be true, which unfortunately it was. 
Five weeks ago, she had been shopping in Central London for the upcoming family holiday in Santorini when she saw her husband on the opposite side of the street walking hand in hand with a blonde woman half his age. She had followed them to a hotel, watched them go inside and used every ounce of self-restraint to prevent herself from storming in and confronting them. But by the time he and the mystery woman had resurfaced from the hotel around forty-five minutes later, she had decided she was going to play this one differently. This time there would be no big showdown. No arguing. No threat of divorce. This time he wouldn’t even know that she knew until it was too late.  
After deciding to leave with the children and return to Sweden without her husband, she had begun to contemplate how else she could get back at him. It hadn’t taken too long to come up with an idea. Mathias was a proud father but if there was one thing of which he was almost equally proud, it was his company. He had started it from scratch in his early twenties and taken it from a solitary shop in a rough part of Gothenburg to a booming business with stores all over their homeland and now branching out into Europe. In the beginning, people had told Mathias he was a fool when he said his kitchen furniture would one day be in more homes than items from Ikea, and while he still had a long way to go on that front, he had undoubtedly made huge strides since that first little shop all those years earlier. The Swedish furniture industry was certainly booming. But after discovering his second affair, a little internet searching had shown Anke that it wasn’t the only industry on the rise. 
Apparently, there was a huge market for those who wanted to gain revenge on a cheating spouse and copious research on the many forums she had unearthed had led to a plan forming in her mind. It was a scheme that many other scorned partners had successfully used in the past. For a relatively low price, you could purchase a Bluetooth device that could connect to any mobile phone in its vicinity. Once connected, it would be able to download the contact details from that device without the user having any idea what had happened. 
It sounded too good to be true. All the numbers and email addresses from Mathia’s phone could be taken from under his nose while he was none the wiser. Once Anke had the contacts, it would be up to her what she did with them. The forums had many ideas on how to use the information for revenge, and she had enjoyed envisioning each one of them playing out on her husband but, in the end, she had settled on a simple two-part plan. Firstly, a text message sent to all his contacts at the same time and containing a clear and concise message.
Good afternoon. I am sorry to inform you that my wife, Anke, and I have now separated. This is down to my repeated acts of infidelity. I have no one to blame but myself. I have lost my wife and my children, all because I can’t keep it in my trousers. I hope you can find it in your heart to see me as the same man I spent so much time pretending to be, and not the man I actually am, which happens to be a lying, cheating, despicable scumbag. Love Mathias x
The second part of her plan was the email, which would be received by all the employees of the company Mathias owned and would hurt him the most. It too contained a simple message.
Dear colleagues. I write to you today not as your boss, but as somebody who doesn’t even deserve to be in the same office as you. You might look at me and see a smooth-talking, confident leader, but I want you to know the real me. I am a liar, I am a cheater, and now I am a man without a family. I apologise to you all, especially those amongst you with whom I have had sexual relations, as the whole experience must have been incredibly disappointing for you, just as it was for my wife. All I ask is that you don’t tell HR. That is all. See you at lunch. P.S I’m buying. Mathias x
Anke finally allowed herself to take a seat beside her boys and looked around the semi-full carriage. The aisles were cluttered with suitcases and rucksacks, as one would expect on a train headed for the airport. She checked her watch again, and this time the stress had subsided enough for her to smile. The messages were due to be delivered at midday, which if her calculations were correct, would be right around the time the air stewardess would be pouring Anke her second gin and tonic of the flight.  



Danielle
NORTHERN LINE: (Northbound)
Clapham Common -> Moorgate
07:53
Danielle Partington kissed her husband, Grant, goodbye and felt that familiar pang of guilt as she watched him walk away. He was off to catch his Victoria Line train, while she would remain on the Northern Line service to Moorgate.
It was nice that they were able to share a little part of their commute, even if it was only the two stops from where their journey began in Clapham. They wouldn’t see each other now until he returned from the office at around half past seven tonight, which seemed like a long time to wait. It was half a day away and, not for the first time in her life, Danielle silently cursed how modern life seemed to dictate that loved ones had to spend so much time apart from one another. 
It was a well-known fact that the average person spent more time with work colleagues than they did with their partners. Whether or not that reality was the reason for rising divorce rates, affairs and depression wasn’t clear, but as far as Danielle was concerned, the reason for her guilt was tied directly to the amount of time she had to spend away from Grant. If she could have been around him all day every day, like she had been when they had met in New Zealand five years earlier, then maybe she wouldn’t be feeling as rotten as she did right now. 
As the train moved on and took her further away from him, she knew that the feeling would always be there, no matter what she did, so she would just have to learn to live with it. There weren’t exactly guidebooks advising people on how to live with secrets and regrets and even if there were, it would be too incriminating to buy one. She knew that the remorse would never completely dissipate and that she had no choice but to accept the burden she would have to bear forever. 
It was crazy how, in one moment, her carefree state of mind had been destroyed forever by one mistake that had condemned her to a lifetime of silent misery and fear. That was literally all it had been - one moment. But even trying to spin it that way, Danielle knew that there had been lots of little moments preceding the main one and there was no way she could convince herself she was just the victim of a momentary lapse of morals. 
Danielle looked around at the other people in the carriage with her and wondered what secrets they possibly harboured. Was hers the worst? Hopefully not. But then maybe it wasn’t the single action that was the worst part of what she had done. Maybe it was the carrying on like nothing had ever happened that was truly the worst part. 
She suddenly noticed a grey-haired woman standing in the aisle, smiling at her. Strangers beaming at her on the tube was something that had become quite normal over the past month or so, ever since her bump had grown large enough to confirm that she was carrying a child. Danielle moved her eyes from the smiling woman to the floor without returning the expression. There were many benefits to being pregnant, besides the obvious knowledge that she had a little life growing inside her that she would cherish forever. Benefits like always getting a seat on the tube, which for anyone who has ever ridden the Northern line in rush hour will know, is about as achievable as scaling Everest in a pair of heels. There are the smiles and compliments she got from the general public, offering their love to her and her unborn baby freely and without expectation. And of course, there is the maternity leave, which Danielle was counting down the days to and would soon be enjoying. 
Of course, everything in life was balanced, and that meant there were some negatives to pregnancy. Like spending some mornings spewing out vomit as easily as Mount Etna spews out lava. Or like trying to sleep with a bowling ball attached to your torso. Or like trying to get through a hot summer with a cauldron of warmth emanating from your insides. Or like going through the whole term not knowing who the father was...
Danielle felt that familiar wave of nausea rising inside her and knew it wasn’t anything to do with the baby or her raging hormones. It was the effects of the guilt that she had lived with ever since that night in the office when she had slept with her boss. 
The worst part was that she knew she should never have put herself in that position. Working late, with no one else but him in the building, after months of flirting and increasingly deep conversations, had always been asking for trouble. She should have known the risks involved in being alone with him and simply boarded her train home to her husband like she usually did. But he had asked her to stay late and help him go over some of the final details of the tender on which they had all been working so hard during the last few weeks and, with the deadline looming, she had agreed. They had laid out the documents all over the boardroom table and begun to go through them, one by one, ensuring they hadn’t overlooked a single detail in their bid to win the large contract that would make such a huge difference to the company’s profit margins that year. Just her and Mathias, working side by side, the electricity between them palpable and both of them fully aware of it. 
Despite the fact that at forty he was almost ten years older than she was, and he owned the organisation she worked for, he had caught her eye the moment he had re-located from the head office in Gothenburg. He was a tall, blonde Swedish man who looked like something out of a Norse fairy-tale. Initially, she had struggled to understand his thick Scandinavian accent, but her difficulties might also have been down to the fact that she would often completely miss what he was saying because she was too busy staring into his deep blue eyes. 
At first, she didn’t feel too bad about the developing crush. After all, just because she was married, it didn’t mean she couldn’t find other men attractive. A bit of harmless daydreaming had led to some rather spicy fantasies about the two of them, but of course, she would never act on them. But then it had got to the point where her intimate moments with Grant were dominated by thoughts of Mathias, and she realised she needed to stop that. 
It would have been easier not to like him if he had been an awful boss. But he wasn’t, he was freaking great, a real charismatic leader who knew how to get the best out of his team. He gave powerful and motivating speeches on a weekly basis and always seemed to know what everyone in the office needed in order to perform their duties to the best of their ability. Danielle hadn’t been the only female in the office who had become enamoured with him. Some of the single girls at work had openly talked about how hot they thought he was and what they wanted to do with him while on after-work drinks socials. Danielle had listened and laughed but kept her own desires quiet, pretending that because she was married, she didn’t look at other men in that way. But she had felt a slight tinge of jealousy when she had heard some of the women talk about Mathias like that, even though she wasn’t exactly sure what she was jealous about. 
Perhaps the thing that had made him even more attractive to them all was the fact that he was seemingly a model husband and father. He was happily married to the downright stunning Anke and was a doting father to two gorgeous sons, Gunnar and Britt. He was so proud of them that his office was full of photos of the three of them. They were the same photos that she had glimpsed while she was having sex with him on his desk. Which meant he wasn’t the perfect family man at all. Just like she wasn’t the perfect wife. 
After the act, both she and Mathias had agreed it had been a mistake. Just a simple consequence of two attractive people spending too much time with each other instead of with their partners at home. They had vowed it would never happen again and it hadn’t. It was funny how that burning flame of desire that Danielle had held inside her ever since she had met her boss had dissipated almost as soon as she had acted on it. But then guilt was a powerful extinguisher. When fantasy had been replaced with the very real threat of her marriage being over, it was easy for her suddenly not to want the late nights in the office anymore. 
As the train made its next stop, another line of thought entered her mind. The thought mainly consisted of her putting her brief dalliance down to the fact Grant had been emotionally detached from her over the past several months, even before she had first met Mathias. She didn’t know why, even though she had raised the issue with him several times. She just knew he wasn’t as affectionate as he had previously been with her. Not as hands-on. Certainly not in the bedroom. 
She presumed it was something all couples go through, that period when a burning lust for each other is replaced by the mundanity of everyday life. It’s hard to want sex every day when you spend most of those days rushing around on a tube and stressing about work deadlines. Grant himself had said as much, highlighting the difference between London life and the carefree, slothful days they had experienced together when they had first met in a rural town on the other side of the world five years ago. 
Her adventurous ways in her younger days had taken her to the beautiful shores of New Zealand, and it was while working at a bar in Queenstown, a tiny tourist trap lying beneath looming snow-capped mountains, that she had met her future husband. He had entered her establishment as part of a themed pub crawl and caught her eye immediately. The tiny bar Danielle was manning was short-staffed as it was, but soon became seriously outmatched by the sudden influx of two dozen thirsty backpackers all trying to order their drinks at once. 
Danielle had tried her best to serve the demand but was clearly struggling until she noticed the handsome young man in the bright yellow t-shirt who had jumped behind the bar to help her. With an easy-going charisma that immediately sparked her interest, Grant introduced himself and explained that he was a bartender himself, which he quickly proved by serving several of the party in rapid succession. After recovering her composure, she had warned him that he would get in trouble if her manager saw him behind the bar, but he had given her a cheeky smile and said he was happy to get in trouble in order to help her out. By the time the boozy group of backpackers had moved onto the next bar, Grant and Danielle had swapped numbers.
It had turned out that he was an English backpacker too. Conveniently, he had just started working at a cowboy-themed bar not far from her own workplace, and the modern-day courtship that had followed had sown the seeds for their future marriage. They had drunk together, partied together, skied together, skydived together, bungee jumped together and of course, slept together, on multiple, occasions. Queenstown was nicknamed ‘The Adventure Capital Of The World’, and for Danielle, it had been the place where she had begun the biggest adventure of her life. That of falling in love and finding somebody with whom she wanted to spend the rest of her days. 
Upon returning to England, she and Grant had decided on London as their base. Once they had jobs and a place to live, the topic of marriage had quickly been discussed and arranged, and the wedding had been perfect, just like everything else was. Until suddenly it wasn’t anymore. Grant’s deteriorating amount of affection for his bride, coupled with the arrival and ultimate encounter with Mathias, had led to the predicament in which Danielle now found herself in. She was carrying a child and didn’t know which of the two men it belonged to. 
Two nights after her brief fling with Mathias, whilst her feelings of remorse and regret were at their peak, she had thrown herself at Grant the minute he had arrived home from work and made love to him right there on the hallway floor. While in her mind Danielle had thought that this was the best way to purge her guilt and realign her bodies compass from her boss back to her partner, it had then resulted in confusion when she had been late for her period two weeks later. 
A pregnancy test confirmed her suspicions, and it was at that moment Danielle realised she couldn’t be sure which of the two fitful bouts of sex had led to this result. Abortion wasn’t an option for her, not after the lifetime of regret her own mother had admitted to feeling after she had herself terminated two pregnancies in her younger days. So, Danielle had allowed the baby to develop. She had allowed herself to tell Grant that they were expecting. She had allowed him to cry tears of joy into her shoulder after she had broken the news to him. And now here she was, allowing herself to reach full term, with no idea what would happen if the baby belonged to her boss. 
She couldn’t help but feel jealous of her husband. He was on his way to work with a clean conscience, excited for what the future had in store, while she battled her internal demons and a constant sense of dread. To Danielle, the deep rumbling of the train as it raced beneath the city centre felt like a harbinger of doom and a deafening reminder that she was on a collision course with a fate she had no idea how to control. All the while, the strangers in her carriage continued to smile at her and her bump like she was the luckiest person in the world.



Grant
VICTORIA LINE: (Northbound)
Stockwell –> Victoria
07:53
Grant Partington kissed goodbye to his wife, Danielle, and felt that familiar pang of guilt as he stepped off the train and walked away from her. 
He made his way across the tunnel to the Victoria Line platform with all the other people who had disembarked the Northern Line alongside him. As commutes went, this wasn’t a bad one. The Northern line was crowded, but he was only on it for two stops, and he spent that time with his wife, which made it more bearable. Then it was just a short walk to hop on the Victoria Line and travel three stops to his final destination. 
He joined the commuters already waiting on the adjacent platform, knowing that they were all silently cursing the arrival of the extra trainload of people budging up beside them. He glanced up at the bulletin board and saw that the train was due in one minute and, as he lowered his eyes again, they met with those of a tall, dark-haired man standing beneath the sign. Grant held the man’s gaze for a moment before breaking it and looking down at the tracks. 
He considered that man to be attractive and wondered if the man felt the same about him. Not that it mattered. They would soon be on their way to their different destinations and would probably never see each other again. But Grant was still curious, so he allowed himself to glance over again and check if the man was still looking at him. It turned out he was, and Grant felt a slight rush of blood to his head. He tried to calm down by returning his eyes to the track again. The handsome man was still looking at him. 
How exciting. 
Grant heard the incoming sound of the next train and made the snap decision that he was going to make one final check on the handsome man before he boarded. As the train moved down the platform, he allowed himself to look for a third time at the stranger several feet away. What he saw this time almost caused him to go weak at the knees and tumble onto the track right in front of the oncoming vehicle. 
The man wasn’t just holding his gaze now. He was smiling at him. 
Grant didn’t know what to do so he just waited for the train to come to a stop before boarding it as quickly as he could. Once on the train he saw there were a couple of seats available, but he chose to stand in the aisle, allowing them to be taken by those who wanted them more. Besides, by standing, he was able to look down through the carriage and potentially catch another glimpse of the dashing stranger. The train quickly filled up though, and it was difficult for Grant to see much of anything in his own carriage, let alone the one next to it. The doors closed, and the passengers braced themselves for movement. But nothing happened. After a brief period of silence, the train driver could be heard on the tannoy. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, we are currently being held at a red signal.” 
A few people checked their watches and phones, an indicator that they really didn’t have time to be waiting at a red signal. Grant didn’t bother making such a show of importance. He wasn’t in any rush. But he was wondering who that tall, handsome man was and why he had been smiling at him. He leaned forward and attempted to look through the glass partition that separated his carriage from the next. At best, he would maybe see the man again, although by now, he would undoubtedly not be looking back. 
As Grant leaned further forward and tried to see around the body of the blonde woman in front of the partition, he felt a light touch on his shoulder. Turning around, he was surprised to see that the hand on his shoulder belonged to the handsome stranger. 
He was right there in the same carriage as him. 
“Hi,” the stranger said, with a warm, soothing smile. 
Grant didn’t know what else to do so he simply replied with the same greeting. 
The stranger eyed Grant up and down for a moment before addressing him again.
“I’m sorry, I don’t usually do this, but I noticed you staring at me on the platform.”
Grant’s face flushed red. He hadn’t considered what he had been doing to be staring, but this man certainly thought it was. 
“I wasn’t staring,” Grant stuttered back, trying to remain composed. 
“Oh, you weren’t?”
“No,” Grant stammered “I was just looking down the platform and I- “
Grant’s voice trailed off as he had no idea what to say, and he was finding it hard to concentrate with this man’s beautiful face so close to his. 
“Just looking down the platform. That’s a good one. Well I’m glad you were. Otherwise I might not have seen you.”
The man smiled again, this time with real meaning, and Grant knew that this was not a good situation in which to find himself in. He had done his best to avoid scenarios like this one ever since he had realised that he was attracted to men, which had happened when he was around nine years old. As in, scenarios wherein he was face to face with a man who he knew felt the same thing as he did. 
“Sorry, I’m not sure what you want,” Grant suddenly said to the stranger. 
The words came across as harsh, and the man’s smile faded as soon as he digested them. 
“Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t want anything. I just thought I would say hello.”
The stranger held out his hand for Grant to shake, but Grant just stared at it like it was a sin to even consider taking it. 
“Don’t worry, I don’t bite,” the stranger said. “My name’s Lawrence.” 
“That’s a nice name,” Grant had found himself saying before he had the chance to stop it. 
“Thank you. And what might your name be?”
Grant didn’t want to answer that, and he noticed an elderly man on the seat below them was watching their interaction with a look of bemusement on his face. He wasn’t the only one who was confused, that was for sure. Grant couldn’t believe that he was seemingly being chatted up on his way to work. Things like this never happened to him. But his elevated heart rate and the adrenaline that pulsed distractingly around his body were hard to ignore. He was clearly enjoying this interaction far more than anything he had enjoyed in a long time. Then he realised he still hadn’t answered the man’s question. 
“My name?” Grant offered back. 
“Yes,” the stranger said, smiling that wicked smile again. “Your name.” 
Grant held the stranger’s gaze for a dangerously long time and was just about to answer when he felt the train lurch forward and finally continue its journey. The red signal must have turned green, Grant thought. The same colour as the signal he was getting from Lawrence right now. 
As the train moved from the platform into the tunnel, Grant wanted this conversation to be over just as much as he wanted it to continue forever.
“My name is Grant,” he finally replied. 
“There we go, that wasn’t so difficult now, was it?” Lawrence said, playfully nudging his shoulder into Grant’s. “Good job I didn’t ask you for your opinion on something a little more taxing, or we’d have been in a right lot of trouble.”
Lawrence laughed at his own joke and Grant longed to laugh right back. To tell the man he was enjoying this conversation and that he was glad he had initiated it. But he couldn’t do that. It wouldn’t be right. So instead he remained stoic and gave nothing of himself away. 
The train barrelled through the tunnel and the decibels quickly rose to a dangerously high level, which made conversation for all those on the train momentarily impossible. This stretch of train line was known for being one of the loudest on the Underground network and often reached limits that were harmful to the human ear. Usually, this potential damage to his hearing would irritate Grant, but today he was relieved for the cacophony of sound screeching all around them. Because it meant Lawrence couldn’t ask him any more questions. At least, not until the sound stopped, which it would as the train approached Vauxhall station in a few seconds’ time. 
Grant did his best to avoid eye contact with Lawrence while they waited out the noise, even though he could tell the man wasn’t making the same effort. As the noise diminished to a more humane volume, Grant saw Lawrence remove his mobile phone from his pocket and hold it out in front of him.
“Can I have your number?” he asked sincerely. 
Five words. That was all the man had uttered. Yet to Grant, those five words were both the most magical and terrifying five words he had heard in a long time. Magical because they meant this man wanted to see him again. And terrifying, because they meant this man wanted to see him again. This mixture of feelings meant that all he could do was stare at the keypad on the phone screen as the train came to a stop on the platform at Vauxhall station. 
“Sorry to rush you but this is where I get off,” Lawrence said, “It’s now or never.”
He inched the phone a little closer to Grant, closing the distance between them and making it even easier for the man to take the device and enter his digits. But Grant couldn’t do it. Instead, he just did what he always did on the few other occasions that he found himself in this situation. He held up his left hand and showed the golden band that was wrapped around his fourth finger. 
“Sorry. I’m married.”
Lawrence saw the ring and rolled his eyes. 
“Of course you are.”
He put his phone back in his pocket as the train doors opened. 
“He’s a lucky guy,” Lawrence said as he turned to make his exit. “Have a nice day.”
Grant watched as Lawrence walked away and felt the same pang of guilt that he had felt only moments earlier when he had said goodbye to Danielle. He felt the same regret because he was doing the same thing. Lying to them, whilst lying to himself. He had let Lawrence believe he was gay, with all the eye contact and the smiling and the body language. Just like he had let Danielle believe he was heterosexual when they had met that night in the bar in New Zealand. Now he was married to her, and she had no idea he was keeping this secret from her. The secret that he had kept from every single person he had ever met, including his family and friends. The secret that Lawrence had seen right through. 
As the train doors closed and Grant lost Lawrence in the sea of people outside, he felt another hand touch him. He saw it that belonged to the grey-haired man who had been watching the interaction with him and Lawrence since they left Stockwell. The old man went to speak, and Grant wondered what on earth he was going to say.
“Bloody poof,” the man said gruffly, before gesturing to the platform where Lawrence had just exited. 
Now Grant knew he shouldn’t condone the man’s comment. He should defend Lawrence and defend himself and defend every homosexual person that had ever heard the derogatory term. But he didn’t. Because he was weak. He always had been, and he always would be. So instead he just looked down at the ignorant old man and shrugged his shoulders. The old man nodded and went back to the newspaper he had been reading before he had been rudely interrupted by Lawrence’s pick up attempt. 
Grant just stared at the man as he read. He knew it was people like him who were the reason that he had spent his whole life unable to be himself. The prejudice. The insults. The judgements. It was much easier to fit into society by being a straight man, and he had taken the easy route for himself. Instead of taking home a man to meet his parents, he had taken home Danielle. Instead of having a difficult conversation with them about his real sexuality, he had had the easy conversation with them about marriage and kids. They had no more idea of who their son was than Danielle did. Poor Danielle. She was an amazing woman. Loyal. Kind-hearted. Honest. Especially honest. 
Grant shook his head at how cruel he was to her, allowing her to go her whole life married to a gay man. He had considered leaving her, even up until a few months ago. The problem was that he had found himself less able to be intimate with her recently and though he had blamed it on the stresses of work, he knew deep down that she was concerned that there was more to it than that. 
Maybe she suspected him of having an affair. If only it were that simple. But now he couldn’t leave. Because now she was carrying his child. He had cried tears of desperation into her shoulder the night she had given him the news. Now he couldn’t help but feel jealous of his wife, on her way to work and excited for what the future might bring while he battled his internal demons and a constant sense of dread that he was living a life unfulfilled.  
The train made its customary stop at Pimlico, which always seemed like such a pointless place to have a station, considering how close it was to the large transport hub of Victoria. That was confirmed by the fact that no one ever seemed to get on or off here. With almost total silence and the minimum of fuss, the doors remained open for a moment, and Grant thought about jumping off and boarding the next train back to Vauxhall. Maybe he could catch Lawrence before he disappeared into the ether. Maybe he could give him his number. Maybe they could go on a date, and maybe for once, he could be himself. 
But Grant watched the train doors close without moving an inch from the spot where he stood and allowed himself to be carried on his way, just like he had allowed himself to be carried his whole life, deep into an existence that he would forever long to escape. 



Valentin
DLR: (Northbound)
Greenwich –> Canary Wharf
07:59
Valentin Morozov despised the woman standing on the platform in front of him. He didn’t know her personally, but he had seen her here several times before and had built up a pretty good idea of who she was in that time.
She was in her early thirties and had long auburn hair. She usually wore the kind of summer dress that most definitely wouldn’t be appropriate attire for whatever office she worked in, and was always firing off a stream of WhatsApp messages on her iPhone XR. He would wager that she was on all the social media apps and suspected that Instagram was her favourite. Her feed was probably a treasure trove of C-List celebrities giving out makeup and fashion tips and she possibly even had a reasonably large following of her own to try and impress. She presumably eats out two or three times a week with her girls and that she would always make sure to upload photos of her food choices to her online accounts with the hashtag #LoveLondon. 
He hadn’t noticed a ring on her finger, but the existence of a boyfriend couldn’t be ruled out. He imagined her type to be athletic and laddish. The opposite of him basically. Maybe they went on holidays together to such cliched places as Ibiza or Greece. She probably made him take a dozen selfies with her on the beach or by the pool each day, and he would do it because he wanted her to grow her ‘brand’. 
#CoupleGoals. 
One thing he didn’t know was where she went every day to fund this dreary lifestyle. She always got off one stop before him, and he had never felt intrigued enough to follow her and find out. Maybe today. It was a perfect morning for a walk, and he had the time to spare. But then again, he didn’t really care enough to go even slightly out of his way just to discover where she spent most of her day. 
If he had to guess, it was probably one of those hip places where the staff were all under forty, everyone wore their own clothes and “working from home” was allowed when any one of them had the slightest hangover. They probably all got paid reasonably well for it too, despite their work not even making the slightest dent in the economy. The city was full of those types of jobs. She probably worked forty hours a week sending emails, talking on unnecessary conference calls and attending dull meetings, only for her client to pay the completely insignificant amount of money she was hoping to get for the completely insignificant company that employed her. Utterly pointless, yet jobs like that made so many people feel like they were important. People like her, still sending messages now, probably telling her friends how busy she would be today doing the thing that makes no difference to anybody’s life at all. 
Not like his job, Valentin thought. He was a trader at Global Sphere Investments in Canary Wharf and was responsible for moving millions of pounds of his clients’ money across multiple markets every single day. His role required him to analyse and capitalise on many industries’ fortunes. Steel. Mining. Aviation. Freight. Even cryptocurrency, which he despised but was happy to profit from. He was one of the best at what he did, which was to help make rich people even richer. 
The portfolios he managed belonged to some of the most powerful people in the world and the profits he helped them generate ensured they were able to make truly meaningful changes around the globe. Presidents. Kings. Sheikhs. All of them trusted him with their unfathomable finances. He had worked in investment for only nine years, but he had progressed quickly. 
Of course, he was paid extremely well for his work, and his base salary alone would make an oil-rich Arab’s eyes water. Then there were the bonuses, which came often and got bigger every time. With his last one three months ago, he had bought the penthouse apartment overlooking Greenwich that also came with views of the Square Mile across the dull tides of the Thames. He enjoyed looking at those skyscrapers while he was sleeping with whichever high-end prostitute he had hired for the evening. The hookers always seemed so amazed when they saw his place, but he didn’t care what they thought. To him, they were peasants, just like this woman standing in front of him.
He studied her again from his vantage point behind her and thought that there was no way she was anywhere near his tax bracket. For someone so young to be living in such a pricey part of London, she must have received help from her parents. He wasn’t sure why that thought bothered him so much. Maybe it was because he had made it here by his own hard work. Though they were clearly similar in age, there was no way this woman had experienced the struggles he had to get here. 
Born in a frigid village on a northern Russian tundra, he had grown up with nothing but two pathetic parents and a burning desire never to end up like them. At sixteen he had hidden on a freight train to Murmansk, and once in the city, he had set about getting work. He had always been good with numbers, so he tried the banks and investment companies first. Of course, when they saw a skinny, shivering boy on their doorstep they all laughed and turned him away. It was only after he had continued to turn up at their offices every day, each time appearing thinner and colder than the previous occasion, that one of them had finally agreed to give him a job. 
He had started in the mailroom at ABK Aggregates, but after impressing several mid-level managers in the staff room with his ability to participate in their discussions on oil futures, he had been shifted into a junior trader position. Within two years he had been the highest earner on the floor and with enough money in his pocket to finally escape the bleak Russian winters, he had made his way to London, where the winters were at least two days shorter than they were in his homeland. 
It sounded like the typical tale of a poor boy done good, but the problem for Valentin was that by the age of thirty he had mastered his career and had more money than he would ever need. Now he was just bored and staring down the barrel of another fifty or so years of life with nothing to get his juices flowing. He had almost begun to feel as hopeless as he had during his childhood in that bleak and bitter village. 
Until he had heard the podcast.
It had been a normal Tuesday morning, which meant Valentin had been sitting at his desk in the corner of the office not talking to any of his colleagues. As usual, his earplugs were in and were playing one of the many business and finance podcasts he listened to every day. He didn’t need to listen to so many of the episodes to get his market knowledge as he mainly relied on his reading of the numbers on his four Samsung computer monitors for that. But he found it helped distract him from the banality of office chit chat that so many of his colleagues seemed to love partaking in. 
He had just finished listening to a discussion on China’s latest position on Bitcoin and was scrolling through the charts when he mishit a button on the app and found himself on a page which showed a list of the top 100 podcasts in the world for that day. He was just about to retreat to his usual corner of the app when he noticed the name of the podcast at the top of the charts. 
 
	I Killed Her Slowly.

The title was intriguing enough for him to click on it and that led him to the description page...

The #1 Hit Podcast in forty-seven different countries! Now at over fifteen million downloads! 

IKHS is the podcast that you need to hear if you are obsessed with the serial killer phenomenon and, let’s face it, who isn’t? Each episode tells the story of a different set of crimes, going in-depth on the killers, how they did it and why. All episodes feature recorded interviews with the killers themselves, taking you right inside the twisted minds of some of the most dangerous human beings ever to walk the planet. There is an emphasis on the killer’s motives and, in particular, on how they felt during the act of murder. What’s more, we go in-depth on the mistakes they made that eventually led to their downfall and capture. A must listen!
This is a weekly podcast with new episodes every Tuesday morning. Be sure to hit subscribe!
Valentin hadn’t been aware of any serial killer phenomenon before reading that description, but he had been curious enough to find out more and so had instantly downloaded the latest episode. By the end of that working day, he had listened to five straight IKHS podcasts back to back, followed by one more on the train ride home and two more while enjoying a bottle of red wine at his Greenwich pad. Without warning, he was hooked, and after exhausting the entire back catalogue of that podcast, he was soon on the hunt for more. It wasn’t hard to find what he wanted. 
The podcast apps were full of shows on serial killers. American killers. Australian killers. Asian killers. Even Scottish killers. He rabidly consumed every audio show on the topic of murder that he could find, and after a couple of months of this, an idea had begun to form in his mind and soon after that he had a clear goal of what he wanted to do with the rest of his life. He wanted to be a serial killer, and he wanted his story to one day be listened to by the millions of people that downloaded these podcasts. 
He was aware that this wasn’t a typical goal, and it almost certainly wasn’t the goal of the podcasts’ producers that he should have been inspired in such a way. All he knew was that he had been searching for something to give his life extra meaning and now he had found it. 
He had tried to remember a time as a child when he had perhaps been drawn to harming someone or displayed any interest in death or crime. But he had no recollection of such things. He really was just a bored rich Russian working in London and seeking a new hobby. 
As he had travelled back and forth on the DLR line each day, he had smiled at the thought of one day being interviewed in a police station and featuring on one of the podcasts he had grown to love. Of being asked by a reporter what his motives were for all his crimes and for him to simply smirk and say he had just been a fan of true crime podcasts and had decided to make himself the star of one of the episodes. For him, it really wasn’t any different to somebody listening to a podcast on tennis and then deciding to go and find a court to play on or hearing a show about travelling and booking a trip to South East Asia. 
He saw the next train gliding down the tracks and thought how wonderful it would be to push this young woman in front of it. To see her blood squirt up and splash across his pristine white shirt and witness her auburn hair being ripped from her skull. The WhatsApp message that would never be finished. What a tragedy. Alas, it would remain a fantasy. As much as he would love to end her life before she wasted any more valuable oxygen, there were far too many witnesses around to get away with it. Even with all the pleasure that he would derive from the act, it probably wasn’t worth spending the next twenty years in a London prison for it. It certainly wouldn’t render him worthy of a place on one of the podcasts he sought to be a part of. He planned on killing again, multiple times in fact, so it was imperative he didn’t slip up on the first attempt. But he had decided that she would be his first victim. 
He maintained a visual on her as she boarded the train, then stepped into the carriage himself. She took a seat, but he preferred to stand. He watched her as she fiddled in her handbag for a moment before pulling out a tangled pair of earphones. It was painfully tedious seeing her untangling them and he wondered why she just threw them in her bag only to go through the same process with them every morning. It was just another thing he despised about her. 
The train lurched forward and began its journey across the tracks towards the city. The people around Valentin busied themselves with newspapers or electronic devices, but Valentin didn’t need any of that to pass the time. All he needed was a view of the woman and his imagination, which was running wild with all the different ways he could end her miserable little life. He had no doubt he would be able to go through with it. 
A month earlier, he had undertaken a little experiment to see how it felt to physically harm another human being, and he had to say he enjoyed it immensely. With his vast experience in paying for pleasure, it had seemed only natural that he would choose a prostitute to be his test subject. Already showing promising signs of forward-thinking he had forgone his usual tactic of inviting them to his home and had instead ventured to a brothel that only those who know the right people were ever able to find. 
Once there, he had paid £1000 for an hour with a Polish woman called Jelena, but sex had been the furthest thing from his mind when he had entered the grotty wardrobe-sized room at the back of the terraced house that she was kept in. For most of the sixty minutes, he had punched, bitten and scratched the terrified woman until eventually, the minders outside the room had put an end to it. They feigned disgust at his antics, right up until the moment he offered them an extra £100 each to keep it to themselves. He had left the brothel that night feeling as good as he could ever remember feeling and knew from then on that murder was well within his wheelhouse.  
Valentin was snapped out of his daydream with the realisation that the woman he was staring at in the carriage was now staring straight back at him. It was disconcerting, to say the least. All this time he had been watching her and yet he had never seen her look at him. Until now. She held his gaze for a couple of seconds before looking back down at her phone. Valentin continued to watch her, but she didn’t look back to him. It was almost as if he had made absolutely no impression on her whatsoever. He kept watching, but all she did was type on her phone and bob her head a little to whatever it was she was listening to. 
How dare she, Valentin thought. She saw me looking at her, and it didn’t affect her in the slightest way. Does she just presume that I’m looking because I’m attracted to her? Is she so used to men staring at her on the tube that she doesn’t even bat an eyelid at the attention anymore?
If Valentin hated her before, then he really loathed her now. He decided, right then and there, that he would bring his plan forward and kill her sooner. At this point, every second she was alive was an insult to him. 
Eventually, she left the train at Heron Quay as she always did, while Valentin stayed on for one more stop. He kept his eyes on her as she left but she didn’t look back at him. No matter. When the time came, when he was in the middle of the act, he would be all she would see. In fact, he would be the last thing she would see. With that thought at the forefront of his mind, Valentin completed the rest of his journey with a huge smile on his face. 
He went down the stairs at Canary Wharf DLR station and out onto the windy pavement, past the blood-red lettering on the scrolling electronic ticker tape displaying the latest prices of various stocks and shares and beneath the looming steel towers that made this part of London famous and which were monuments to Western capitalism. And finally, to the offices of Global Sphere Investments, where he would spend most of his day trading on his clients’ portfolios while listening to podcasts teaching him how to kill and more importantly, how to get away with it.  



Aaliyah
DISTRICT LINE: (Eastbound)
Ealing Broadway -> Upminster
07:58
Aaliyah Omalu kept her eyes on the TV monitor as she prepared to press the button that would close the train doors. She was still reasonably new in her job, but she was already experienced enough to know that there was always somebody who would make a last-ditch attempt to board the train before it left. Sure enough, she suddenly saw a tall figure appear on the screen, dashing across the platform towards the open carriage doors. She smiled and shook her head as he disappeared into the train, then finally pressed the button. 
The train was on its way again, leaving behind Temple station and heading into the dark foreboding tunnel where she had spent so much of her time since making the decision to become a Transport For London (TfL) train driver just over a year ago. It had been a decision that she hadn’t regretted once. She had gone from being a single mum living with her parents to being able to buy her own home and pay for some of the best childcare services money could buy. She owed it all to her Uncle Reg, who had been a driver on the tube network for over thirty years. 
It was he who had helped her get a role within TfL, initially starting as a Customer Service Assistant three years earlier. Although that job was a big improvement in conditions and pay compared to what she was used to when she was a hairdresser, he had told her it was simply a stepping-stone to the role that would really change her life. He had explained to her that jobs like his weren’t advertised to the public and the best way for her to get one was by getting in at the lower levels of TFL and biding her time before applying for the vacant driver roles when they were advertised internally. That was exactly what Aaliyah had done, and just like always, her uncle had been right. She had applied for several places on the trainee driver scheme while working as a Customer Service Assistant until finally, one day, she had been accepted. 
Upon completion of a sixteen-week training course, she had become a fully-fledged tube driver and was now earning a base wage of almost £60,000 a year, which went higher if she took on extra shifts. Some tube drivers earned over 100k a year, but she wasn’t greedy. Her starting wage was enough for her now and, most importantly, it was enough to give a better life to her seven-year-old son Jay. 
The best part of the new job was the basic hours and holidays. Thirty-six hour weeks and forty-three days of annual leave was a world away from her time as a hairdresser when she had no choice but to work six days a week just to scrape a living. In that job, things like holidays and sick leave were almost treated like bonuses rather than standard working benefits. Yes, she had a lot to be thankful for, she thought to herself as the train zipped through the tunnel towards the next station. 
Of course, there were some downsides to the job. Most of her days at work were spent alone in her driver’s cabin, her only human interaction coming when she spoke into the tannoy system to remind people to keep their bags and coats away from the closing doors. That had been tough to get used to at first because she had always been a chatty person. Her dad often said she could talk a glass eye to sleep. She had laughed at the expression, mainly because he had meant it as a term of endearment when it was actually used to describe someone who was boring. But he was right; she did like to talk. The hairdresser job had been perfect for that. She could spend all day gossiping with her clients while she worked, which meant the time seemed to fly by. It was the same in the customer service position, where she would chatter into her headset for hours on end to the numerous people who would call up to complain or comment on the service that they were receiving from TfL. But now she was alone, with no one to talk to for most of her shifts. That was why she had taken to talking to herself occasionally, just to stop herself going crazy. 
“Must remember to call Adele tonight,” she said out loud to herself as the train rumbled on. “I can’t wait to hear about her week in Crete. I wonder if she met any guys.”
She chuckled to herself. Adele always met guys. 
Suddenly the cabin was flooded with light, and the platform at Blackfriars came into view, as crowded as it always was at this time of day. The train glided along the platform, perilously close to those people who were stupid enough to be standing in front of the yellow line. Aaliyah looked out at all the tired, frustrated faces passing by her window. Just another Monday morning. 
The train continued to slow before gently coming to a stop, perfectly in line with its markers at each end of the platform. It was perfect because it was automated. Aaliyah was glad she hadn’t been a driver in years gone by, where the trains had been operated manually, and the driver was responsible for much more than just opening and closing the doors. Her uncle had told her scare stories about how drivers would be penalised if they didn’t hit their markers when arriving at a station because it meant some doors wouldn’t be able to open due to the dodgy parking. He told her how he controlled the speed of the train and how it was all too easy after a long shift to have a lapse in concentration and push the train slightly beyond its recommended speed limit. He even told her about the time a faulty signal in the tunnel had meant a train on a different line had come roaring out of an adjacent tunnel ahead of him, narrowly avoiding disaster. 
It had almost got to the point where Aaliyah didn’t think she wanted to pursue such a stressful career, but then he had told her that those days were being phased out and that eventually all the trains would be controlled by computers. All she had to do was make sure she got a job on a more modern line, driving the S Stock trains, the new, high tech vehicles that made the trains he used to operate look like something out of the dark ages. Luckily, she had been able to do this, landing a job working between the District and Circle lines, two routes that used the modern fleet. Those who worked on the Bakerloo and Piccadilly lines still had to do things the old-fashioned way, which sounded like a lot more work. 
Her uncle had shown her videos of the trains he used to drive in his day and how he had used something that was known as ‘The Dead Man’s Handle’. That hadn’t sounded like something Aaliyah wanted to learn about until he explained to her that it was simply the nickname the drivers had given to the lever that they used to control the speed of the train. Pushing forward on the handle would accelerate the locomotive while drawing back on it would slow it down. The reason for the gruesome-sounding name was that if the driver were to suddenly fall ill while at the controls, then simply letting go of it would disable the power and bring the train to a halt. He assured her it was rather easy to operate a train this way, but nonetheless she was pleased she didn’t have to share a cabin all day with a handle named after a dead guy. 
She opened the doors and watched the flow of people exiting and entering her train. Rush hour was always the most difficult time to work because apart from the odd station that was quiet, most of the platforms were a continuous moving mass of bodies. She always feared seeing someone falling under a train and was almost surprised it didn’t happen more often when you considered how many people there were pushing and shoving each other every time a new train came racing out of the tunnel. She had colleagues who had witnessed people committing suicide by leaping right in front of their trains and some of them had been so traumatised they still hadn’t returned to work. But it was best not to think too much about those things.
It was always better to think about the good parts of the job like the pay, the holidays and the fact that tube drivers could retire at the age of fifty. While she was still twenty-two years away from reaching that magic number, she knew it was a lot better than the retirement age for nearly all other jobs. Certainly hairdressing. The thought of winding up work at a relatively young age was certainly appealing, and she often thought about what her life would be like then. Jay would be almost thirty. He would probably have children of his own, which would mean she would be a grandmother. She wondered if there would be a man in her life and if so, what he would look like. It was precisely thoughts like this that were a hazard when working in the Underground. Concentration was key and Aaliyah suddenly snapped out of her internal monologue and back into the moment. She pressed the button to close the doors and tutted to herself at her momentary lapse in concentration. 
“Come on girl, don’t F this up,” she said to herself as the train moved on, leaving behind several dozen people on the platform who hadn’t been able to fit themselves onto that service. 
The dark mouth of the tunnel swallowed her and the cabin again, and Aaliyah checked her watch. It was eight o’clock on the dot. She was right on schedule and pleased to see her little daydreams hadn’t affected the journey as much as she had feared they had. 
“Keep going girl, you’re smashing it,” she said out loud, smiling to herself as she got a glimpse of her reflection in one of the windows of the cabin.
As the train approached Mansion House station, she allowed herself to contemplate some of the errands she had to run later that day when she completed her shift. After collecting Jay from her parents’ house, she would take him to his football training down in Croydon, where he was on the books of Crystal Palace FC’s academy. He was a promising young player who was never happier than when he had a ball at his feet, and like most boys his age, all he wanted to do was grow up and become a professional in the Premier League. 
She knew the odds of that happening were small, not because of his ability but just because of the sheer size of the competition, but of course, she would encourage him to achieve any and all of his goals. After all, the odds of someone like her, having grown up where she had and leaving school with as few GCSEs as she had, ever making it into a job where she could potentially earn six figures a year were just as small, yet here she was. 
“Yeah, you go girl!” she said aloud, as the train came to a stop on the platform. 
Another quick check on the cameras and the train was on its way again. Yes, it was repetitive work, but she found comfort in the predictability of it all. Tunnel. Platform. Tunnel. Platform. Allow passengers off. Pick new ones up. Rinse and repeat. The day ran like clockwork and carried no surprises. Just the way she liked it. She’d had enough surprises in her life when she was younger. Like finding out she was pregnant even though she had been using protection. Like finding out the father had run away to a different part of the country and didn’t want anything to do with the baby. And like finding out during a scan that her unborn child was facing the wrong way in the womb and the pregnancy would now be a lot more complicated. 
Of course, some surprises were good. Like giving birth to a healthy baby boy who meant everything to her. Like suddenly being able to afford things that she had never thought she could own. And like one day bumping into the man who might one day become her future husband. But generally, she preferred to keep surprises to a minimum. Life was better when it ran to a schedule, and down here, a schedule was the only way of life. 
The tunnel stretched out endlessly in front of Aaliyah as she stared right into the heart of it. It was easy to feel a little disorientated by the concrete walls whipping by, so she allowed herself a glance at the monitor banks again, where several small screens showed her the view inside the train carriages behind her. They were all packed with people, most of whom were probably on their way to work. This line ran right through the heart of the city, from the privileged West End to the deprived East End and beneath the many iconic landmarks in between. She was responsible for getting the citizens of this great city to wherever they needed to be, and she took pride in that. That was why she then moved her eyes from the camera screens to her watch again, ensuring her service was right where it was supposed to be. It was 08:02, and she was approaching Cannon Street station. Perfect. Like a well-oiled machine, nothing could get in her way. 
Until she saw the man in the suit leap away from the crowds and off the platform directly in front of her speeding train. 
She screamed as his body hit her cabin window, kept screaming as it fell somewhere beneath the vehicle and only stopped screaming when the train came to a standstill just short of its marker at the end of the platform. 



Ray
NORTHERN LINE: (Southbound)
Euston -> Waterloo
07:52
Ray McCauley took his travelcard out of the brown leather wallet that had been a gift from his teenage grandson and shuffled closer to the ticket barrier. The station was as crowded as it always was at this time on a Monday morning, but today the pushing and shoving didn’t bother Ray. It was a cliché, he knew that, but he had learned to appreciate certain things now that he knew he would no longer have them. 
He looked at the card in his hand and studied it for a second. He saw the curved red ribbon running across the white background. The light blue strip down the right-hand side. His name in capitalised black lettering beside an imprinted headshot of himself. And lastly, he observed the title of the card displayed across the top in purple and pink font. 
Freedom Pass. 
It was a funny name for such a card, Ray thought, because while the card allowed him to travel on public transport at no cost, being trapped inside the body of a sixty-nine-year-old didn’t feel much like freedom to him. The Freedom Pass had replaced his old Oyster card when he had entered his sixties, and it was certainly an upgrade. The Oyster had been getting tatty around the edges, just like himself, he thought. But it had lasted a long time, also like himself. He missed that blue and white card. Yes, he had been required to put money on it, but at least it didn’t bear the image of his old, wrinkled face for anyone to see. 
He thought back to when his daughter Charlotte had made him register his old Oyster card years earlier, telling him it was good practice in case he should ever lose it. She had then shown him how to access the website that had made him more than a little depressed. Oyster cards logged their journey history, and so he had been able to see on the computer screen, in black and white, his entire history on the card. It showed him who he had been. Or at least who he had become. The journey log was entirely unremarkable. Euston –> Waterloo. Waterloo –> Euston. Repeat. It was clear that Oyster cards could tell the story of a person’s life. Their patterns. Their routines. Where they spent most of their days. After all, most people were creatures of habit. The same journey. The same line. The same stations. Back and forth. Day after day. Month after month.  
It was embarrassing in a way. Ray had thought of a stranger seeing it and learning how he had lived his life, operating within such a small radius in Zone 1 of London. Sure, he had had to commute like everybody else, but the card highlighted how little he had done outside of work in his later years. There were no spontaneous ventures on the Jubilee Line to a wine bar near London Bridge. No little shopping trips to Oxford Street via the Central Line. Not even any excursions further south on this line to Tooting to see a woman he liked. Those days were long gone. The past several years had just consisted of the same journeys on the same day at the same time. His Oyster card had been evidence of that. But at least it had said that about him. All the Freedom Pass said about him was that he was old. 
He slapped the pass on the barrier and the doors flung open with gusto. Another free journey began. The younger people around him would probably be jealous if they saw his card. They had all paid good money for their travels while he hadn’t paid a penny. But Ray knew he would happily swap with any of them in an instant. Time for money. It was an easy swap to decide on but an impossible one to make.   
As he merged into the queue for the escalator, he observed the other travellers around him. They were mainly people pushing in and were mostly youngsters, the men in their brogue shoes and long coats and the women with their perfect hair and their overpacked handbags. They were all jockeying for position in this queue and indeed in life. But he had long since stopped concerning himself with such menial things. He didn’t need to worry about getting five seconds ahead of the next man or woman. He wasn’t wrestling for his place in this tangled mess of well-dressed limbs. He knew his place. Or rather the world had told him his place, and he had accepted it. Just a part of the crowd. No more important than anybody else here. 
He set one foot on the moving staircase and briefly wobbled, before quickly putting a hand on the rail to keep his balance. He thought back to the days when he used to walk quickly down the escalator, rushing to get down to the platform, eager to begin his day. Now though he knew he was better off standing to the side with one hand on the rail and allowing the automated staircase to do all the work. The last thing he needed was another embarrassing incident like the one he had experienced at work earlier in the year. 
Just thinking about it now was enough to make his insides tighten with the embarrassment he had brought upon himself that day. It had just been a little fall, his right foot missing the bottom step of the staircase and causing him to drop further than anticipated. But that was all it had taken to result in him lying haplessly on the carpet. He had hoped nobody had seen him and was just about to haul himself up when he heard the commotion at the top of the stairs from where Serena, a twenty-three-year-old brunette from the accounts department had seen him on the floor and had begun shouting and squealing for help. She had raced down the stairs in an ungodly quick time and knelt beside him to see if he was okay. 
The best part about the whole thing had been the fact that he had been able to get so close to the young woman and see her magnificent figure right in front of him. The worst part of the whole thing had been seeing the look on her face as she fretted over him. Mixed in with the expression of concern was an underlying current of pity. She clearly felt sorry for him and was trying to soothe what she expected to be his elderly, confused concerns. But he wasn’t confused or concerned about the fall. He had simply been a little too hasty in walking down the steps. His mind was still as sharp as always, and his thoughts, feelings and desires were the same too. The only thing that had changed was that his mind was now trapped in an old, creaking body, which caused women like Serena to see him as a worry and nothing more. 
She had asked if he was hurt anywhere as he had climbed to his feet. He had laughed her off and said he was fine, fit as a fiddle in fact. He knew the only damage done had been to his pride. Then Serena had said the thing that had galled him the most. She had offered to get HR to phone his wife and ask her to take him home. 
How dare she suggest such a thing, he had thought. He wasn’t some invalid who needed to be helped into bed. The women in his life weren’t merely people with the sole task of ensuring he made it from A to B in one piece, and his wife was many things to him, but his carer she was not. He had laughed off the suggestion and made a joke about how the only time anyone ever phoned his wife was when he was in trouble. He had meant it as a cheeky joke, to suggest that there was still life in the old dog yet and that he was someone who still had a life full of escapades and adventure. But it clearly didn’t come off that way because the look of worry on her face had remained and she just kept asking him if he was sure he was okay.  
Ray reached the bottom of the escalator and set foot onto the tiled floor. He was walking at a decent pace, but still the other people streamed past him, clearly deeming his speed to be insufficient. A young man cut in front of him and caused him to pause briefly as he passed, and Ray felt a familiar feeling of frustration brewing inside of him. He felt it a lot these days - almost all the time in fact. His wife and daughter called him grumpy. “That’s what happens when you get old,” his son-in-law had teased him. Everybody seemed to find the ageing process just one big joke, Ray thought. 
Everybody except him. 
He made his way to the section of the platform where he always stood, then waited resignedly, observing the crowd of commuters he was surrounded by. He looked at the pretty blonde in the red jacket to his left and noticed her hair was long and full, and her skin was perfect. He looked at the young man to his right who was texting on his phone. His hair was so thick with wax that it glistened beneath the florescent lighting. He looked at the young brunette lady on the edge of the platform with her earplugs in and thought about what mischief she might have gotten up to over the weekend. 
In all the time that his eyes moved from one person to the next, not one of them turned and looked at him. Not that he expected anything less. He wasn’t easy on the eye like them. He wasn’t visually striking in any way. At best, he was a reasonably well-groomed old man and at worst he was a walking reminder of mortality. He remembered how he used to view old people when he was a youngster. Back then, when hair covered his head, and his shoulders weren’t stiff and hunched, he thought anyone over the age of fifty was old, let alone people in their sixties and seventies. He could never imagine being one of those people. But now here he was, just one of those people. He would turn seventy at the end of this year, and there was not a damned thing he could do to delay it. 
What made it worse was that this week was to be his last week of gainful employment. By 5 pm on Friday, he would be a free man, no longer obligated to drag himself out of bed every weekday morning and join the hordes of commuters rushing around with purpose and ambition in their lives. Nope, it was all over for him. Retirement beckoned. He had put it off for as long as he could, but in the end, just like fighting the ravages of time, it was an unwinnable war. 
A few years earlier, his employers had approached him, with HR in tow of course, and over a typically awkward meeting, had broached the subject of him being relieved of his duties. Ray had been expecting the meeting for a while, as one does when one passes the age of government-advised retirement. His wife, Elizabeth, had wanted him to retire before he had reached that milestone. She had taken retirement at sixty and seemed to have been happy with her existence ever since, which mainly involved sitting around the house reading books and occasional trips to the garden centre. But Ray had no desire to call time on his employment. Just because he was getting on in age, it didn’t mean that he had to feel it. 
He said as such in the meeting and did his best to show how on the ball he still was by reeling off some statistics from the company’s last annual report and explaining how he had already begun working on ways to enhance the figures in the next one. Fortunately, the government was on his side and so despite passing the retirement age set by politicians decades earlier, he was still able to work if he so wished. But that hadn’t stopped his employers from trying it on with him. The bastards had even been patronising enough to try and sell him on the idea of retiring in that way that people often did by saying things like:
“Wouldn’t it be nice to have more time with your family? Maybe do a bit of travelling? Finish all those jobs around the house that you never get time to do.”
The usual bullshit. If in any way any of that had sounded appealing to Ray, then he would have taken retirement years ago. But it hadn’t. He saw his family often enough, most weekends, in fact. In terms of travelling, he didn’t see where the fun was in doing that at his age, and there was no way he was ever setting foot on a SAGA cruise ship. And as for the jobs around the house, he couldn’t think of anything worse, and in any case, he was perfectly happy with the house the way it was, thank you very much.
In the end, he had no choice but to accept a reduced role, working three days a week instead of five. They clearly wanted the old man out of the office, although seemingly for no other reason than he was just that, an old man, and if they couldn’t do it in one fell swoop then they would phase him out in stages.
So part-time it had been. But now even that was coming to an end, although at least it was on his terms this time. After informing his boss that the law was on his side, the company finally capitulated and offered him a hugely generous redundancy package. It would have been stupid not to take it. Despite how much he wished to remain in an office surrounded by more youthful, exuberant people, it had reached the point where he felt embarrassed to still be turning up every day in a place where nobody really wanted him. 
He wondered if this unhappiness was a normal emotion to feel as he approached his seventieth year on earth. Based on what his wife and friends had told him, he wasn’t so sure. They all seemed to be thrilled about being in their twilight years, happy to spend their days pottering in the garden and walking slowly down the high street on market day. He was due to meet some of the old chaps this coming Friday down the local pub, a date they had arranged specifically to help him celebrate his retirement. But Ray didn’t feel like celebrating. He certainly didn’t feel like sitting in a crap pub with a load of old codgers, listening to them waffle on about things that made them sound even older than they were. He knew he would spend most of the time pretending to laugh at their stories and trying not to be caught eyeing up the twenty-five-year-old barmaid as she pulled pints across the room. 
He could never talk about the things he wanted to talk about. Like how he longed for the days when he was travelling Europe, yet to be burdened by the many restrictions of life, and when the only thing that mattered was which bar he would drink in that night and which girl he would take to bed. The days when he was first employed in the city and would work hard and play hard in equal measure. How his older male colleagues had respected his energy and feared his ambition and his female colleagues looked at him with lust instead of sympathy. The times when his body didn’t ache all over. The times when he walked tall and turned heads. The times when he didn’t have to hold the damn handrail on the escalator. 
The times he thought would never end. 
Yes, he loved his wife and his daughter and his grandson, and yes, he was grateful for his home and his car and his reasonable state of health. He had accomplished much in his life, and there was no reason to think it would end anytime soon. But for Ray, it was the constant, ominous knowledge that no matter what life held in store for him, it would never be as good as what had gone before. 
The train arrived, and he shuffled his way aboard the carriage. He managed to squeeze through the mass of bodies to the aisle, where it was slightly less cramped, and stood with his hand on the rail ready for the train to start moving. That was when he felt a warm hand touch the side of his shirt, and he looked down to see a beautiful woman almost fifty years his junior. She was looking up at him with bright, energetic eyes and a smile that made him feel something inside that he hadn’t felt for a long time. He smiled back at the woman and wished that she would touch his waist again. Then she stood up from her seat and her face was only inches from his. He could smell her perfume, and her hair, and her skin, and it was magical and then suddenly her expression turned to that familiar one of worry and pity and she said...
“Please, have my seat. I’m okay to stand.” 



Lindsey
NORTHERN LINE: (Southbound)
Camden Town -> Waterloo
07:54
Lindsey Beattie wondered how the hell she was going to do this for the next fifty years. It was only day one of her full-time working life, and already she’d had enough. Squeezed into her seat in a heaving train carriage whilst paying an obscene monthly fee for the privilege was not exactly the stuff of dreams. 
For starters, she couldn’t believe how much it had cost for the pass on her Oyster card, which would enable her to travel unlimited through Zones 1-2 for the next month. It had been almost £150, which, in her opinion, was a high price to pay to travel on what basically amounted to an underground meat wagon. She’d only been here a couple of weeks, and it was certainly a different way of life to the one she was used to in the Midlands. She knew London was expensive and busy, but this was ridiculous.
She had done well to get herself a seat, but even that had been down to luck. It had come down to her or a middle-aged guy in a cheap suit for the last vacant spot, and really, he should have beaten her to it. But as he saw her going for it, he had conceded and indicated that she should take it instead. He obviously thought it was a gentlemanly act and in some ways it was. But let’s be honest, he did it because she was attractive, and it had made him feel good to make a kind gesture to someone that he would chop his little finger off to spend a night with. But the seat was much appreciated, even if the guy now standing over her and looking down her top wasn’t.
But even the seat wasn’t as comfortable as it might have been. The men either side of her had claimed the elbow rests for themselves, leaving her to hold her arms over her lap. Any time she dared put a part of her body on the barrier between them then it was met with a hard, unmoving limb. Classic manspreading. So here she was, on a horrible train that she had paid through for the nose for, on her way to start working in a job she had taken because it was the only one that had called her back. If this was the adult world, then roll on retirement. 
Today was to be her first day working at Champion Recruiters, a recruitment agency based in Waterloo that specialised in finding workers for all manner of office positions. I.T., sales, marketing, admin, reception. If there was an empty desk, they’d recruit to fill it. Lindsey was going to be part of the admin team initially, which was the usual starting point for someone like her who had no experience in the industry. In fact, she had no experience in any industry, unless you counted the summer that she had spent clearing tables at a coffee shop in her hometown, but nobody was counting that, least of all her. 
She would be starting on a low wage, certainly by London standards but, as with all results-driven jobs, the potential for earning commission once she moved into the full recruitment team was a carrot that was dangled tantalisingly within reach. Basically, the more people she helped get into jobs, the better. The goal in the recruitment game, or so she had been told, was to get yourself into one of the higher-earning areas of recruitment, like I.T. It wasn’t difficult to see how placing a software engineer or web developer at a large tech company would generate higher earnings for her than finding someone to sit on a reception desk and make cups of tea at a small furniture business. Either way, she had to start somewhere, and this was somewhere. 
Of course, at this moment in time, she would rather be somewhere else. Like that beach in Thailand. Or that rooftop bar in Hong Kong. Or that cool seafood restaurant in Auckland. Basically, anywhere she had been during her backpacking trip around Asia, Australia and New Zealand, which had come to an end two months earlier. To say she had had the time of her life would be an understatement. She had enjoyed every second of it, from the minute she and her best friend Anna had got off the plane in Singapore, to the minute they boarded their flight home from Perth. 
She had seen things that had left her speechless, like the sunrise over Uluru and the New Year’s Eve fireworks in Sydney. She had done things that had terrified her, like the bungee jump in Kuala Lumpur and the skydive in Cairns. She had made so many amazing new friends, like Becky, the Scottish girl she met in a hostel in Melbourne and Siobhan, the Irish girl she partied five straight nights alongside in Bali. She had slept with some incredibly sexy men, like northern lad Sean in Bangkok, or Mikey from Kent in Brisbane. She had slept on beaches, danced until dawn and laughed until she had cried. But now it was over, and like her father had teased her several times recently, it was back to the real world for her. 
The real world was one place she had tried to avoid for as long as she could manage. Before the epic backpacking trip, she had spent three years at Leeds University studying art, although the fact that she hadn’t drawn or painted a single thing since graduation and was on her way to start a job in recruitment told her everything she needed to know about how much she actually intended to use her degree. But university hadn’t just been about the studies. She had no idea what she wanted to do with her life when she had started the course at eighteen years of age, and she still had no idea when she had left it at twenty-one. Maybe in a few years, she would look back on that time and have regrets, wishing she had studied something more useful like law, finance or the classic one, business management. Those subjects undoubtedly would have given her more opportunities in the future than a piece of paper certifying that she was quite good at drawing a flower in a vase. 
But then she hadn’t wanted to choose a subject just because it would mean she might earn loads of money when she was older. She had known for a long time she had wanted to get out of her hometown of Leicester and university seemed like it would be a lot of fun. Picking a subject to study was just a side issue. She was more interested in finding some great people to share a house with and having a social life that was better than the standard ‘living for the weekend’ mentality that non-students had to adopt. 
Uni, and the travelling that would come after it, had been the best experience of her life. It was where she met Anna, the girl she would take that trip of a lifetime with once they had graduated. She had played in the hockey team, the football team and even the pool team. She had gone out every night of the week when she had felt like it and whilst there had come to the realisation that she would never be able to move back to her hometown and be happy.  She had always been the type of person who lived for today, and that attitude had given her some incredible memories over the last four years. 
Until today. 
It was hard to imagine at this point how anything in the future was going to top those past experiences. Working in an office for forty hours a week, with only twenty-four days’ annual leave to take and no student loan to pay for things like rent, food and alcohol, didn’t seem like a whole lot of fun. It seemed like that thing her dad kept going on about. The real world. Well if this was the real world, Lindsey thought, stop the train because I want to get off. 
She wondered if these thoughts were evidence of a mid-life crisis, which sounded ridiculous as she wasn’t even twenty-three yet, but she certainly felt something. Maybe it was depression. She needed something to cheer herself up. Something to look forward to. But what? There were no holidays on the horizon, mainly because her bank account was on life support. There were no boys on the go after she had purged her dating apps from her phone and vowed to take a break from male idiots. She didn’t even look forward to going home to her tiny box room in a four-bed shared house. She knew it would get better, if only because it couldn’t get much worse. But still, she felt that nagging black cloud hanging over her and wondered how long it would take to disperse. 
To move her mind in a more positive direction, she took out her phone and opened the Notes app. For reasons she still wasn’t exactly sure of, she had recently begun keeping track of her thoughts in written form. The good, the bad, the X-rated, it all went into a new note each day. Like a diary of sorts. She read the previous evening’s entry, which she had typed while lying in bed watching a rerun of the television show Made In Chelsea.
So, I think one of my new housemates might be into Satanic shit. I walked past his room earlier, and his door was open, which was the first time I’d really seen the inside. It was pretty tidy for a twenty-five-year-old lad’s room to be fair, but one thing did stand out. The chest of drawers in the corner was covered in crosses and candles. Like literally covered. And there was a drawing stuck to the mirror that looked like some kind of demon. WTF! I wonder if he’s into kinky shit. Not that I would go there. Urgh. 
Lindsey finished reading her entry and sighed. It was hardly award-winning text. But she remembered how writing it had taken her mind off how bad she had been feeling in bed last night and so she decided to give it another go now. She looked around the carriage for a subject for her next note, and her eyes landed on a woman sitting opposite her. She looked like she was in her mid-fifties and was clutching a Mulberry handbag, which added a touch of class to her otherwise dowdy appearance. She seemed to be deep in thought, and so Lindsey began a new note with the title ‘What the stranger on the tube is thinking about’. 
She studied the older woman for a second as if trying to read her mind, then smiled and began typing. 
Can’t believe Stanley tried to put it up my bum last night, the cheeky sausage. 
Lindsey giggled to herself. Then kept typing.
I really can’t be arsed with work today. I’m too old to be a stripper. But the tips are good. Maybe if I do an extra session on the pole today, I’ll be able to afford a new handbag.
Lindsey smiled. It was immature, but it was taking her mind off her worries. She looked back at the woman and noticed that she was wearing three diamond-encrusted rings on the fourth finger of her left hand. Engagement ring, wedding ring, eternity ring. The trifecta of love. 
Lindsey smiled again, but this time from a place of genuine warmth. This woman was clearly adored by somebody. Then she noticed that the woman was looking straight at her. She had clocked her staring. Lindsey instantly lowered her eyes. When she looked back, the woman’s eyes had moved on. Lindsey suddenly felt bad about making up stories about her and deleted the notes she had made. Then she typed a new one.
Nice old woman on the tube. Diamond rings. Mulberry handbag. Maybe getting old isn’t so bad after all. 
She paused, waiting for the next thought to run through her mind. It soon came. 
I wonder what it feels like to be in your fifties. Do you fear death more? Do you ache all over? Do you long to be young again? I hope not. What about looks? It must be so weird to look in the mirror and see wrinkles and grey hairs and bags under your eyes and know that you will never appear as youthful as you once did. Or maybe it isn’t so bad? Maybe you have so many memories that you feel lucky. Imagine all the friends you will have made. The parties you will have been to. The places you will have seen. Becoming a mum. Having grandkids. That would be so cute. Maybe I will be happier at that age than I am now?
Lindsey stopped typing and pondered that last thought. She hadn’t planned on getting this deep on her way to her first day at work, but something had made her go there. She looked again at the woman opposite and her breath caught in her throat. 
The woman was crying. 
Not in an obvious way, because she was wiping her eyes and doing her best to conceal it, but Lindsey could tell she was upset. Her left hand, the one with all the rings and the happy memories associated with them, brushed past her reddening eyes again and Lindsey felt strangely affected. She didn’t know this woman, but she wanted to know why she was so unhappy all of a sudden. 
Before she had any chance to find out, the woman noticed Lindsey staring again. She instantly blushed and turned away, blinking back the stream of tears. Lindsey so desperately wanted to ask this woman if she was okay or if there was anything she could do. But she didn’t. It would be awkward, and it was easier not to say anything, so she just watched as the woman’s hand finished wiping the tears and returned to gripping the handbag. Then the train came to a stop, and Lindsey briefly lost sight of her as several commuters moved past in the aisle. 
Suddenly all of Lindsey’s worries felt silly. She was young, she was healthy, she was employed, she had friends, family, and her whole life to look forward to. Whatever this poor woman was crying about, Lindsey knew it must be bad if she was weeping in public.
The train began to fill up again as more people boarded. Amongst them was a tall, balding man in his sixties, looking weary and burned out. One of his wrinkled hands was holding a briefcase, and the other was clinging to the handrail. He looked so tired that Lindsey felt compelled to help.
As he stood in front of her, she reached up and gently tapped him on the waist. The poor man was slightly startled, so she smiled at him to reassure him that she was friendly. He smiled back, and he looked so cute when he did. 
Lindsey stood up and, as she drew closer to him, the man seemed to hold his breath. He really did look fatigued, so she knew he would appreciate what she was about to say.  
“Please, have my seat. I’m okay to stand.” 
The man’s smile faded. He seemed a little surprised, but then he probably wasn’t used to getting much respect from the youngsters of the world. He stared at her for another couple of seconds, and she wondered what he was thinking. But eventually, he lowered himself into her seat and took the weight off his feet. 
Lindsey put one hand on the travel rail and was just about to take out her phone with the other when she noticed the attractive guy nearby was smiling at her. He was wearing a beanie hat, which was unusual considering the time of year, but he had amazing eyes, and Lindsey couldn’t tear herself away from them. Then he said “hi” to her, and she thought this might not be such a bad day after all. 



Carol
NORTHERN LINE: (Southbound)
West Finchley –> Charing Cross
07:56
Carol Heath had to try and stay positive. She couldn’t afford to let her mind run away with itself, and despite how difficult it was to stay upbeat, she knew it was for the best. At least she had a seat. The way she was feeling right now, standing wouldn’t be easy. 
She looked down and noticed she was gripping her handbag tightly. So tightly in fact that her knuckles had gone white. This wasn’t good. 
Calm down Carol, she told herself silently. Everything will be fine. 
Realising her worries were in danger of overwhelming her, she forced herself to think of something positive. Like the family holiday to Portugal that was booked for the end of July. There were five of them going in total. She and her husband Steve, their daughter Francesca, her husband David, and their grandson Jack, a six-year-old bundle of energy. They had found a fantastic deal for a week’s stay in a villa on the outskirts of Portimao in the Algarve, and the photos on the website looked incredible. There were two reasons for making the trip, besides the obvious desire for a holiday. Firstly, for Francesca’s thirty-second birthday in the middle of the week and secondly, as a nice getaway for her and Steve in the run-up to their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary the following month. It promised to be a fantastic week, and they could all certainly do with some sun and sangria after a typically hectic first half of the year. 
The best thing about the trip for Carol would be spending more quality time with Jack, who was her favourite little person in the whole world and her absolute pride and joy. Barely a day went by when Carol wasn’t sharing videos and photos of his latest adventures with her colleagues at work. Most of them didn’t mind as they had grandchildren of their own and so understood how special it was to be a grandparent. Some of the younger ones in the office didn’t quite appreciate it, but they would understand one day. 
Thinking of Jack and his happy little face was just what she needed right now. He was a funny, charming and polite little boy and was an absolute credit to Francesca and David. The pair had met whilst working at the same estate agent company almost a decade ago and as far as Carol was concerned, it was the best thing that ever happened to her daughter. Before she met David, she had been a bit of a tearaway, bouncing from one job and one bloke to the next. David had been a calming presence in her life, and Carol and Steve couldn’t have been happier when they had announced their engagement while on holiday in Turkey eight years ago. Not long after their beautiful wedding, the couple had announced that they were expecting their first child and on a frosty November morning, darling Jack had been born. 
It had been an emotional time for all the family, made more so by the fact that the baby had arrived the day before what would have been the twenty-third birthday of Carol and Steve’s son, Ben. He had passed away four years earlier after a short battle with cancer, and the tragedy had rocked the foundations of the family to the core. It was a cruel disease, but robbing a happy, out-going young man of the long and successful life he deserved to lead seemed particularly heart-breaking. 
The cancer had started in his left testicle but the operation to remove it had been deemed a success and the doctors were satisfied that they had caught it before it had spread. However, a follow-up scan had detected small traces of the disease in his lungs and lymph nodes and while the initial prognosis had been cautiously optimistic, the disease had rapidly progressed. Carol had kept a brave face throughout it all, for her son’s benefit more than her own, but after he had passed, she had fallen apart. She couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, couldn’t work. Her husband had dealt with it in his own way, which consisted of refusing to talk about it and spending more time down the pub than at home. Francesca had also gone off the rails and was to be found out on the town most nights, trying to drink the pain away. 
Yes, it had been a truly horrible few years for the family. But life had somehow gone on, and Jack being born had brought the family back together again in a way that was almost like the old days. Of course, it would never be quite the same, and they would never forget Ben, but some good news after everything they had been through had definitely been welcome. Which is why Carol hadn’t told any of them where she was going today, nor what she had discovered a few weeks earlier. 
A small, hard lump in her right breast.
She had felt it while in the shower, and her hair had still been wet and the towel still around her waist when she made the phone call to book an appointment with her GP. It was probably nothing, but she knew it was silly to waste time worrying. When she saw her doctor, he hadn’t seemed overly concerned with what was presented to him and told her it was likely nothing to worry about. But just to be sure he was sending her for a breast screening at Charing Cross Hospital. 
She had told herself that this was simply the sensible thing to do and that they were just going through the motions, but she had been alarmed when she discovered the scan had been booked for the following week. That seemed a little rushed to her, and she had phoned her GP in distress when she received the appointment confirmation. But once again, he had done his best to alleviate her concerns and told her there had simply been a cancellation. In the end, the screening had been a relatively painless experience, barring the mental angst that comes with such a procedure. The process was quick, and she was told that her results would be ready in seven days’ time. 
As that week had gone by, she had forced herself to believe that everything was going to be okay and that all her worries would have been for nothing. Until she got the phone call yesterday asking her to come in for her results a day earlier than expected. 
In her mind that had been the trigger to send her into a panic and despite the assurances she was given over the phone, she hadn’t slept a wink last night. Now here she was, on the way into Charing Cross to receive her results and she was feeling worse by the second. It wasn’t surprising to her that her knuckles had turned white as she gripped her handbag. What was surprising was that she hadn’t ripped the bag to pieces and broken down on the floor. But she wouldn’t do that because it was her job to keep a brave face. 
She hadn’t told her family about any of it. Not the lump, not the screening and certainly not that she was on her way into London today to find out if she had cancer. She felt bad keeping secrets from her husband, but he would only worry, and there was no point in both of them doing that. She hadn’t confided in Francesca for the same reason. She would keep this to herself for as long as possible. If it was good news, then they would never have to know. If it was bad news, then she would eventually have to sit them all down and tell them. Steve, Francesca, David, Jack...
She felt the tears coming as she pictured his sweet little face and tried to blink them back. But it was no good. All she could think about was the possibility that she was sick and that he would see his grandmother lying in a hospital bed hooked up to all sorts of loud, beeping machines. She couldn’t bear the thought of not being there to watch him grow up. See him go off to university. Get married. Have kids of his own. Great-grandma. That had a nice ring to it. But it wasn’t up to her. She was at the mercy of the test results, and as much as she was trying to think positively, she had a sinking feeling that it was going to be bad news. 
It was the opposite of how she had felt whilst Ben was ill. During that time, she had never once allowed negative thoughts to creep into her mind or those of anyone else in the family. She knew he would get better, and everyone’s energy had to go into making sure that would happen. Except he hadn’t got better. He had got worse and worse, until he was a shell of the man that she had raised. She saw in her mind how he looked those last few days. Like the light in his eyes had gone out. 
The tears came again, and she wiped them away furiously. She felt angry at herself for getting upset, especially here, in public, and she would hate for anybody to see her like this. She looked around to check no one had noticed and saw that the young girl sitting opposite her was staring back. The look of concern on her face told Carol that she had been seen. The shame she suddenly felt helped dry the tears, and she dabbed at her eyes once more before returning her hands to the handbag in her lap. 
The train reached the next station, and the passenger numbers in the carriage briefly returned to a more humane level. Until the next lot boarded. She saw the young girl opposite her give up her seat for an elderly man that had just got on and thought that was a lovely thing to do. It was a small reminder that there was always good in the world, even when things were looking bad. 
She looked across at the man who had taken her seat. He was older than Carol, probably by a good decade or so. But he appeared reasonably well for his advancing years. The fact he was up and about on the tube at this early hour, heading to work with his briefcase in hand, was a testament to that. He must surely have been close to retirement age. 
The thought flashed across her mind that she might not make it to the same age as him, and it was all she could do to stop the tears from returning. She wasn’t due to reach retirement age for nine years, unless the government moved the goalposts again, which they seemed to enjoy doing. Being in her late fifties meant she was at the point where retirement was something to start seriously thinking about.  It wasn’t quite far enough away to be fantasy but was still a good distance away from being reality. But being an obsessive organiser, she had already been making plans for it a long time ago. 
Steve had a good pension pot, having worked in banking since his twenties, beginning as a Teller before moving into credit management and having since progressed to Risk Manager at a German Bank. Her pot wasn’t quite as healthy as his, mainly because she had moved jobs several times and had also taken long periods out of work while raising their babies. Being at home to bring up two beautiful, happy children had been an absolute pleasure and the best years of her life, but it hadn’t exactly done wonders for saving towards her golden years. 
Her current job was as an office manager at a small health clinic. The money wasn’t great, certainly not when compared against Steve’s wage packet, but it was enough to pay some bills, keep her hair and nails looking respectable and spoil her grandson rotten. She had never been the main breadwinner, but then that had been normal for those of her generation. The husband worked while the wife raised the children, and while such sweeping social generalisations were thankfully a thing of the past, it had been the way she had experienced life, and she had no complaints. It did, however, mean that she was financially dependent on Steve, but that didn’t worry her. Their marriage was strong, and they had spent plenty of time discussing what they would do together when they finally reached that magical age barrier that meant they no longer had to be employed. 
With the money being accrued by Steve’s generous pension plan and some canny investments that had already begun to bear fruit, even if it was only grape-sized fruit at present, the future looked rosy. Not lavish or ridiculous, but certainly comfortable. There would be money for the occasional cruise, city break and weekend getaway in the country. A lot of golf for him and plenty of books and jigsaws for her. There would be time spent volunteering, her at the local hospital making cups of tea for the overworked staff and him at the local rugby club, helping organise team logistics and run sessions for the youngsters. And, fingers crossed, there would be more grandchildren to spend time with. There was so much to look forward to, and she wondered how they would ever fit it all in, but it would certainly be a nice problem to have. 
Or at least she hoped it would be. 
Unfortunately, she knew all too well that not everybody was lucky enough to make it to their retirement. Getting older came with the knowledge that your body would eventually start to work against you, and it was simply a matter of time until everyone would develop their own personal myriad of health problems. There was by no means a guarantee that anyone here on this train, on their way to work and adding to their pension pot, would live long enough to be able to enjoy it. Life could be cruel. She knew that better than anyone. 
Her gaze returned to the gentleman opposite, and she wondered how he had made it to such a good age in seemingly fine health. But appearances could be deceptive. Who knew what issues he currently had or had already survived. She moved her eyes to the young woman who had given the man her seat and saw she was now being chatted up by a handsome young chap beside her. They both looked young, fit and happy. Their whole lives ahead of them. Health the furthest thing from their minds, as it should be.
The train lurched to a stop at Charing Cross station, and Carol summoned all her strength to rise out of her seat and onto her feet. As she squeezed past the two youngsters on the train, she smiled at them and wondered if she had just witnessed the start of a blossoming romance. 
The thought was a comfort to her as she tentatively followed the exit signs along the platform, starting the last leg of her journey to the hospital where she would be given the results of her test and learn her fate.  



Bogdan
VICTORIA LINE: (Northbound)
Oxford Circus –> Euston
07:53
Bogdan Petrovic was exhausted. All he wanted to do was crawl into his bed and sleep for days. But first, he had to get home. 
He opened his eyes and saw that his train had arrived at Warren Street. With just one more stop to go, he knew he should try and stay awake, but he was losing the battle with his eyelids and felt himself drifting again. It was so tempting just to let himself slide into a deep, dark restful state. 
He heard the train doors closing then felt his body shift slightly in its seat as the vehicle resumed its journey. He kept his eyes shut and felt his body rocking gently as the carriage zoomed through the jet-black tunnel. He hadn’t always been so tired. There had been a time when he had been full of vigour and alive to every little thing that was going on around him, but those days were in the past and they almost seemed like they belonged in another life.
The reason for his weariness was the number of hours he had to work just to be able to afford to live in this city. Currently employed by two different cleaning companies to maximise his earning potential, he was spending nearly every one of his waking moments scrubbing, dusting and vacuuming some office or other in London. He would begin work at 5 pm, when most people were finishing up their tasks for the day, and wouldn’t stop for over fourteen hours, by which time those same people would be preparing for a new day in the office. During the evening shift, he and his colleagues at Neptune Cleaners would transform three banks within the Mayfair area. At around 11 pm, he would walk across to Regent Street and link up with his co-workers at Shine Magic, with whom he would spend the rest of the night cleaning two huge retail stores. 
His tasks would finally be complete just after half-past seven in the morning, after which he would be free to commute home for a much-needed rest before starting the whole process all over again at five o’clock that evening. The only night he didn’t work was Saturday, when he would sit at the table in the communal kitchen in his block and drink cheap bottles of Lav, the high strength Serbian lager that he had been delighted to find on the shelves of a small deli just ten minutes from his flat. 
The beer aside, it was hardly the kind of life he had dreamt for himself when he had decided to make the move from his home country in the Balkans to a place where there were seemingly better prospects. Almost a year into his new life in England, he was yet to see the fruits of his endeavours. 
Sure, he had always had to work hard to earn his money. Back in Serbia, he had worked in construction almost as soon as he had finished school and had spent several years digging, lifting and operating heavy tools in sweltering summers and frigid winters. It was, quite literally, back-breaking work, as he had discovered when an accident on site had left him in the hospital with severe lumbar pain, being advised by several doctors that his days on a building site were numbered. 
It was during one of the long nights on the ward that he had decided he would leave his country and try to make a go of it somewhere else. After all, there had been little for him to stay for. Both his parents were dead, having been killed in the Yugoslav wars when he was just a child. He had no brothers or sisters and his last remaining grandparent, Radmilla, who had cared for him for most of his life, had passed two years earlier. So as soon as he had left the hospital, he’d packed what little he owned and used almost all the funds in his bank account to make the trip to Britain. 
Knowing construction was no longer a viable career option for him, he had been open to any and all job opportunities upon his arrival. Within two weeks, with not a penny to his name and sleeping on the floor of a bedsit with four other Eastern Europeans, he had reached the point where he would take anything. That anything turned out to be a cleaning job, which he somehow managed to parlay into two cleaning jobs. Thus, he had escaped the grim bedsit and the imminent threat of starvation in favour of a new start working fifteen-hour days and living in a slightly better bedsit. Okay, so he was still more fortunate than a lot of people he knew, but he couldn’t help thinking that there had to be more to life than just working to live. 
The cleaning job wasn’t exactly taxing compared to what he was used to, and if it came with better hours then it would have been more bearable. But working through the night made it such a grind. On a day like today, when it was forecast to reach twenty-seven degrees, it would be almost impossible to sleep when he got home. That meant he was likely to begin his next shift feeling even more exhausted than he was right now. Then there were the obvious negative effects that working such hours had on his social life. Being asleep when most people were awake was hardly the recipe for meeting new friends and lovers. In six months of living in his new home, he had barely spoken to anyone other than his work colleagues and the occasional person passing through the communal kitchen. 
As for any female interests, forget it. The last time he had been with a woman had been back in Serbia, a liaison which could largely be credited to their mutual overindulgence during a pub lock-in, rather than to any romantic skill on his part. He didn’t have time to think about if he was lonely whilst he was embroiled in a constant battle to pay his measly bills, but it would be nice to have more of a balanced life, to break up the monotony of his daily grind.  
Suddenly, he felt his body being forced into the seat handle to his left and realised that the train’s brakes were being applied. His journey was almost over, so he opened his eyes and rose to his feet just as the train came to a stop. Bogdan was so tired that it wasn’t until he was standing at the door expecting it to open, that he realised there was no platform on the other side of the windows. Just the dark, ominous walls of the tunnel. 
“Sorry for the delay. We are currently being held at a red signal.” 
Bogdan shook his head. This close to home and still he couldn’t catch a break. He leant his weary body against the glass partition by the doors and waited for the train to continue its tedious crawl through the tunnel. As he did, he looked around at the people sitting in the carriage. Many of them were in suits. Some of them looked at him and saw the garish yellow t-shirt and blue shorts that made up his cleaning uniform. They soon moved their eyes onto something they found more interesting. 
Bogdan knew no one on here would want to swap places with him and, to be fair, he couldn’t blame them. These people probably made more in one hour than he did working all night. It wasn’t fair, but then fair was a notion he had learnt to dismiss a long time ago. If he could take one crumb of comfort from how he was feeling right now, it was that all these people were on their way to start their day’s work while he had just completed his. 
Finally, the train showed some signs of life and began moving along its route again. Within seconds, the bright lights of Euston train station were penetrating the carriage, and Bogdan saw a sea of blurry faces whizzing by the window. He stepped off the train and made his way quickly towards the exit, while his thoughts remained singular in their purpose. 
Get to bed.
He reached the foot of the busy escalator leading up to the ticket hall and took his place on the right, the side that let the escalator do all the work. As he ascended, he looked across at the droves of people heading down on the opposite escalator. Naturally, many of them were in a rush, but others had chosen to stand to the right like him, conserving their energy for another time. He was just about to turn his gaze back to his feet when he noticed a woman being led down the adjacent escalator. 
She passed by him in a flash of brunette hair, but he was still able to recognise her. She had been in his class at school. Sure, she was older now, and she had lost weight, but still, he would recognise that face anywhere. It was a face that he had spent many a lesson admiring from behind whichever textbook they had been working from that day. It was Jelena, the girl he had secretly been in love with throughout most of his young life back home. He hadn’t seen her in years and while they were friends on Facebook that didn’t really mean much. He hardly used it these days and even when he did, he hadn’t noticed her putting anything on for a long time now, at least four or five months. But here she was in London. He didn’t know if it was the surprise of glimpsing a familiar face or whether he just really wanted to have a conversation in his native tongue, but whatever it was he found himself calling out to her. 
“Jelena! Jelena!”
She looked in the direction of the sound, as did the man she was with and Bogdan smiled down at her, hoping to see the same expression on her face. But then the man pulled her by the arm again, and she was gone, off the escalator and around the side of the wall that led to the platform. Bogdan couldn’t believe he had seen her, but he did believe one thing. 
Jelena had looked terrified. 
He instinctively turned around to go in pursuit, but the flow of the escalator was against him. He quickly realised that trying to beat it was futile, so he instead raced up the last few steps instead. Without wasting another second, he ran across to the adjacent escalator and down the steps on the left-hand side, suddenly finding a new level of energy in the pursuit of his long-lost friend. 
He quickly reached the bottom and turned the corner around which he had seen the man take Jelena moments earlier. It led to the platform opposite the one from which he had disembarked his northbound train a couple of minutes ago. This was the southbound platform, heading back the way he had just come from. He scanned the large crowd that had gathered for the next train for any sign of the woman, but he couldn’t see her. 
He thought about calling her name again, but the sheer number of people here made him reconsider. Even at that moment, he was still aware of his shyness and how it would feel to have hundreds of people turn around and stare at him for making such a noise. So he began working his way through the masses, trying to locate her the quiet way instead. 
He worked quickly and was soon halfway down the platform but with no reward. He knew, based on their reaction to his shouting, that whoever was with Jelena was trying to avoid him and so presumably would have led the woman down to the furthest part of the platform, as far from the stairs as possible. So, Bogdan kept pushing his way through the throngs, getting closer to the area where he expected her to be. 
The sound of an approaching train made him look over his shoulder. It was the next service to Morden, and it was coming in fast. Instinctively the waiting crowds all took a step forward to the edge of the platform, jamming themselves up and making Bogdan’s mission more difficult. He did his best to keep searching for the face he knew so well, but it was almost impossible to locate one person in the middle of so many others. 
The train came to a stop, and the doors opened. Those on board the vehicle made their way off, and Bogdan knew it was only a matter of seconds before those on the platform took their turn to get on. If he hadn’t located Jelena by then, it would be almost impossible to find her again. Even if he boarded the train knowing she was in one of the other carriages, it would be a futile task trying to spot her, especially with all the stops on the way where more people would get on, and she might be taken off. He knew he had to find her in the next few seconds. 
Or she was gone forever. 
Thinking fast, he went against the flow of the crowd and ran to the back of the platform where a small bench was fixed to the wall. He hopped up on top of it and turned to face the large crowd. Putting all his natural inhibitions to one side, he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted again, this time with real meaning and purpose. 
“JEL-ENA!”
The volume of the cry was a surprise even to him, never mind everyone else on the platform. All those waiting to get onto the train suddenly stopped and turned around to look at the man on the bench. 
Except for one man. 
That one man was leading Jelena roughly onto the train, two doors down from where Bogdan stood. 
“JELENA! WAIT!”
He pointed to the brunette woman who was now being dragged into the carriage, but nobody else seemed to do anything. Jelena disappeared from his view, and for a moment, he thought she was gone. 
But then she burst back out of the train doors and was fighting her way towards him. 
Bogdan couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The woman was crying, she was desperate and most amazingly of all, she was coming right for the bench where he was. 
Some people stopped and watched this, while others merely shrugged and went back to their commute. Behind Jelena, standing in the open carriage door, Bogdan saw the man who had been trying to take her away. The man watched Jelena making her escape before making eye contact with Bogdan himself. The man held eye contact with him until he eventually stepped back into the carriage and was swallowed up by the crowds inside, just as the doors closed and the train moved off from the platform. 
Bogdan jumped down from the bench just in time to take the hysterical Jelena in his arms. He didn’t say anything as she sobbed into his shoulder. He just held her and thought how this was the best thing that had happened to him since he had left his home country all those months ago. By the look and feel of Jelena, she was thinking the same thing.



THE END
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Jelena
08:28
Somewhere in Central London
Jelena Markovic heard the sirens first. It was impossible not to. They were deafening. 
She could also hear voices. Two men. Both close to her. 
It sounded like one of the men was just inches from her face, and she felt that familiar wave of panic rising up from her stomach once more. 
It was happening to her again. 
She opened her eyes and without thinking, began to hit out at whoever was nearby. The nearest man took a fist to the side of the head and recoiled in shock. The second man did his best to control the flailing arms, but he too fell victim to the spontaneous anger coming from the frightened woman. 
With the men forced into a momentary retreat, Jelena tried to sit up and escape from the position she was in. But something was holding her down. 
She looked at her waist and saw a thick black strap stretched across it. 
She was tied to the bed. 
Oh god, it was happening again. 
She pulled at the strap, expecting to have little success but, to her surprise, it came away easily. They hadn’t restrained her as forcefully as they usually did. Maybe now was her chance to get away. She pulled the strap loose from her torso and sat up fully on the bed, but before she had the chance to swing her legs over the side she saw one of the men coming back for her, his arms outstretched, reaching for the strap she had just removed. 
Quick as a flash, Jelena turned the strap into a weapon and whipped it across the man’s face, hearing it slap against his pasty white cheeks. The man was stunned into silence and held his hand to his face as he recoiled in shock. 
You don’t like it when I fight back, do you? she thought to herself as she sneered at him and gripped the strap tightly, ready to use it again if necessary. That’s when she noticed the second man coming towards her again, and she readied herself and her weapon for the next attack. 
But suddenly the strap was taken from her by an unseen force, and another hand gripped her skinny wrist tightly. She was just about to scream and spit in the direction of her third captor when he spoke. 
“Jelena, it’s okay. These men are trying to help you.”
She didn’t recognise the voice, but there was something in it that sounded soothing. The words had been spoken in English, but they were delivered with a thick Eastern European accent, and they didn’t contain any of the venom that she had become so accustomed to recently. She felt the grip on her fragile wrist loosen and turned to see who had spoken to her. As soon as she saw who it was, a cascade of memories washed over her. 
The man’s face was pale. His facial hair was thick and slightly bushy, although his mop of black hair was more presentable. And his eyes were a piercing blue, though they were surrounded by evidence of fatigue. He was fairly unremarkable to look at, but at that moment, he was the best thing she could have seen. Because suddenly she remembered what had happened. 
She had been rescued by this man - this man from her hometown, who had once been a boy at her school in Belgrade. 
Bogdan. 
His face softened, and his beard bristled as his mouth stretched into a warm, caring smile. 
“It’s okay. We’re going to the hospital,” he said as he tried to guide Jelena back down onto her pillow. 
Jelena saw the two men moving closer to her again in her peripheral vision and turned to see them but only now, in her more relaxed state, did she properly take note of who they were. Or more importantly, who they weren’t. 
Now that she had calmed down, it was clear that these weren’t the two men who had seized her off the lorry from Belgrade and thrown her into a life of misery. These weren’t the two men who had kept her locked away like a prisoner for so many months. And these weren’t the two men who had forced her into sex with strangers in a small, windowless room in a godforsaken part of London. They were just two paramedics, and they were simply trying to help her. 
Having realised with considerable relief that the perceived danger was not real, she took the time to look at her surroundings. It was clear now that she wasn’t back in that hellhole of a room where she had spent so many days and nights being abused and betrayed. She was in the back of an ambulance. Now the sirens made sense. Bogdan was right. She was on her way to the hospital. 
She was suddenly aware of how weak she felt, but before she allowed her body to sink back into the soft surface it was stationed on, she glanced back at Bogdan for confirmation that everything was really what it seemed. His warm smile and caring eyes gave her the reassurance she was seeking and, gratefully, she gave herself permission to lie back down on the bed. The paramedics were clearly relieved about this and positioned themselves beside her as she rested her head on the thin pillow behind her. 
As she watched the two men in uniform go about their work, both of them now sporting sizeable evidence of her panicked attack a few moments ago, she did her best to try and recall the moments that had led to her being here. The last thing she could remember was being in Bogdan’s arms on the train platform, hugging him tightly and crying into his broad shoulders. She had just fled from the man from whom she had spent months trying to escape, and her body had been overrun with an array of vivid emotions. Relief, excitement, anger, remorse. She had experienced the full spectrum as she had leant into Bogdan’s chest and sobbed her heart out. 
But then it had gone dark. 
She suspected she had fainted, but couldn’t be sure, although it would explain the gap in her memory between the platform and this speeding ambulance. With the amount of adrenaline running through her at the time, she could hardly be blamed for losing consciousness. The fact that she seemed to be in safe hands now was a relief. But still, she couldn’t relax, despite Bogdan’s continued efforts to soothe her. She wanted to speak, to ask him what had happened, how he had found her and, most of all, where her captor was. 
Had he been caught? Was he in the back of a police car now? Was he being questioned? And what about the other one? Had he been caught too? Or were they both still out there and were they going to come for her again?  
She had so many questions, but getting the answers to them would prove difficult for her. After all, communicating her queries without a tongue would be impossible. 
The agonising operation that had removed it was her punishment for a previous escape attempt, but the consequences were far-reaching.  The ordeal may have ended, but her suffering never would. She would never speak again. Therefore, she needed to articulate her questions in a different way.  Maybe if she could get a pen and write them down, she could get some answers. 
She signalled her intention to Bogdan by moving her frail hand across the air in front of him as if forming words. He understood immediately but shook his head. 
“You need to rest,” he told her in their native language. 
Jelena shook her head and made the same signal again. The paramedics paused in their work for a moment and watched the interaction, not sure what Jelena was asking for and definitely not sure what Bogdan’s responses translated as. 
Jelena frantically continued performing the international sign for writing, and this time the paramedics seemed to understand. They also understood Bogdan’s response because he had stopped speaking and was simply shaking his head. 
Jelena hit the bed with both fists, feeling the frustration in every pore of her body. This is what it’s going to be like forever, she thought. I’ll never have a normal conversation again. 
She tried to fight it, but it was impossible to stop the tears rolling down her cheeks. She turned her face away from the men in an attempt to disguise her state of mind, but it was too late. They had seen. If Jelena had been looking at Bogdan, she would have noticed that tears had formed in his eyes too. Instead, she just stared at the wall of the ambulance beside her and fought to control her emotions. 
After around twenty seconds, she felt a gentle hand on her shoulder. Instinctively she flinched, but then she realised it was just Bogdan and he was offering her something. 
It was a pen and a folded piece of paper. He smiled at her and held it closer for her to take. 
Jelena wiped the tears from her eyes and took the tools that would now perform the role of her voice. She took a deep breath and started writing, but it wasn’t easy using her leg as a writing surface, and the pen moved sloppily across the paper. 
She looked around for something better to support her and quickly decided to use the ambulance wall. This too had its difficulties, with every turn on the route or bump in the road causing the paper to move and the pen to slide across it unintentionally. But finally, Jelena was able to finish writing her first question. She lowered the pen and held the paper out to Bogdan. 
He took it and tried to decipher the scrawl written across it. The motion of the ambulance, combined with the weakness of Jelena’s wrists, caused by months of malnutrition and abuse, meant that her writing was far from clear. To the two paramedics watching on, it would have been downright undecipherable, even if it had been written in English as opposed to Serbian. But Bogdan persevered, with Jelena waiting patiently at his side, and eventually, he understood her first question, which was: ‘Why can’t I remember how I got here?’
“You fainted. Right after you got to me,” he told her. 
Jelena nodded then snatched the paper back, eager to continue this little game of theirs. She scribbled something new then thrust it back into Bogdan’s large, warm hands. 
He read it and smiled a little, and Jelena noticed the glint in both eyes that suggested he had been crying a little too since they had been in this ambulance. 
“I saw you on the escalator and followed you down to the platform. It was just chance,” he said, in response to her questioning how he had been able to help her. 
Now he said it, Jelena vaguely remembered something happening on the escalator. There had been shouting. She had experienced a strong feeling of hope. Then she had been pulled away by her captor and dragged onto the nearest train. 
Jelena stared at Bogdan and studied his face again. Yes, she could recall seeing him on the escalator. Just like she could recall his younger face looking at her across the playground during one of their lunch breaks at school. 
While the beard and the lines on his forehead gave away his current age, which she assumed must be twenty-eight, the same as hers, his eyes still had that softness and kindness in them that they had held as a child. At that moment, despite everything, she wanted to ask him what he had been doing in the time that had passed since school. She wanted to know what had brought him to London. She wanted to know why he cared about her so much. But there was one far more pressing question that she needed to address first. The answer would be the difference between her being able to relax enough for the paramedics to do their work and her potentially fainting for a second time today. 
She felt the ambulance turning a corner and waited for the vehicle to correct itself before she began writing again. When she finished, she stared at the paper in her hand. The other questions had filled in the gaps in her memory since her rescue. But this one was more powerful. It could give her peace of mind, which was something she hadn’t had for months. She hoped with every fibre of her exhausted, malnourished body that she would finally get the serenity that she so desperately craved. 
Jelena handed the piece of paper to Bogdan and held her breath as he read her query. She tried to read his face for a reaction before he spoke, but he was stone-faced. He was nervous about this answer and Jelena wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad sign. 
All she wanted to know was if they had caught the man who had been with her on the tube. If they had, he was presumably now in custody and hopefully his accomplice was too. The authorities would also be able to search the flat where they had kept her for clues and, most likely, their findings would be enough to bring down their whole sex-trafficking operation. The address of the other flat, where she had been taken to meet the depraved men who paid to rape, would either be discovered or confessed and hopefully they would be able to trace all the customers who had been a part of this sordid, illegal and despicable business. Best of all, it would mean no other women would be used like Jelena had, and families could be reunited while those who tore them apart would pay for their crimes. But the longer Bogdan failed to give her the answer, the less likely this outcome seemed to be. 
She reached out and grabbed his wrist. As he looked into her eyes, he didn’t need speech to know what she was saying. 
Tell me. 
Jelena held her breath as Bogdan answered. 
“I’m sorry,” he finally said. “He got away.”
This was the first chapter of 20 MINUTES LATER
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