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Every time you want to quit, remember 
why you started.
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Part One

Three months until race day!


1

Hannah

Like many strange and questionable decisions Hannah had made in her life, it all began with wine.

Red wine, in particular ; the perfect ingredient for casual life destruction. As Hannah pulled the bottle of own-brand Merlot from the crumpled Tesco carrier bag, she considered how it would always begin so innocently. You vow to have one, with the best of intentions, and before you know it, you’re knocking back an entire bottle of supermarket plonk, putting the world to rights while munching through a box of chocolate fingers that was meant to be your contribution to your boss’s birthday buffet.

Hannah had a distinct feeling of how the evening would go down even before the ruby-red liquid threatened to spill over the brim of her glass. She watched it intently, totting up the days in her head : eight weeks, three days and approximately two hours since Dan’s hasty departure from the house – and quite possibly her life – during which time the occasional glass or gin in a tin had swiftly morphed from post-work treat into a well-heeled evening ritual. It was comforting ; that little taste of bliss in an otherwise solitary evening.

Hannah kicked off her shoes in the hallway. A scuffed black pair that made her toes feel as pinched as her smile after a nine-hour day at Travel Town, putting together bespoke holiday packages for lucky jet-setters who’d swoop in, giddy with excitement, visions of infinity pools and Insta-worthy cocktails dancing in their eyes. It was difficult not to feel envious.

She headed into the living room, bottle in one hand and glass in the other, and slumped down on the sofa, its scratchy blue material prompting yet another reminder of Dan. He’d insisted on it – she hated it – yet they were still paying off the damn thing. Hannah flicked on the TV, navigating to the crime drama she’d been watching on Netflix, grateful for the background noise that made the house feel that little less empty. She took a long-awaited sip of wine, sighing as the warmth hit her throat.

The sun was still shining, beating down onto the terraced street. The recent summer heat had brought with it a wave of humidity that others welcomed, beckoning them outside. It was too hot to keep the windows closed, so Hannah was forced to listen to the sounds of everyone else’s happiness sneaking in, unwanted : children playing, families and friends gathered in nearby gardens, their tinkling laughter floating in past the curtains like an unwelcome ghost. All she could do was endure it, stuck in the living room that was now too big for her alone.

On the screen a mystery was unfolding, a police officer poised and ready to burst into a suspect’s run-down apartment, but Hannah wasn’t paying attention. She tried, but the story was drifting, drifting until it was out of focus. She’d spent hours longing to come home and retreat to the comfort of her sofa, only to find herself wishing now that she was anywhere else. All it took was a slight reminder – a loved-up couple perhaps, all dreamy-eyed, swanning in to book their honeymoon – and Hannah was jolted back to only months before, when everything was seemingly fine. Now, she was surrounded by reminders. Dan’s belongings were still scattered around the house ; his books on the shelf, clothes in the wardrobe, golf clubs in the garage from that month he embarked on another new hobby, one he neglected weeks later. He’d only taken what he could pack in his solitary suitcase. Surely that wasn’t enough?

Surely, he’d have to come back?

The memory of the night he told her was still fresh, as if she’d been dealt the blow only yesterday. It wasn’t something she could easily forget. Hannah could wake to wailing sirens, orange skies and the beginning of the apocalypse only to see Dan’s pitiful expression on that evening. It was etched in there like a recurring bad dream, even worse than that nude-in-the-supermarket one that had haunted her for years.

Dan had come home – a Tuesday, bolognese night – and had wolfed down the meal Hannah had lovingly cooked before blurting out the whole sorry story. Leaving. She’d dropped her fork but didn’t notice, her gaze fixed instead on her husband, who was saying things that didn’t quite compute. His mouth was moving, but the words coming out of it didn’t make sense. It was as if he’d been replaced. With what, she didn’t know – maybe some kind of reverse Stepford scenario – but he didn’t sound like the Dan she knew.

So she’d listened, mutely. Waited for him to finish. Blinked, watched, listened some more as the words tumbled from his sauce-stained lips.

‘Not happy.’

‘Want a break.’

Hannah had sat, numb, as her world descended into silence. Words came but made no sense. They lingered, waiting for her to collect them from the newly cold air and comprehend them.

‘Moving out for a while.’

‘Best for us.’

And the absolute kicker, the one that made Hannah feel as though her soul were rapidly leaving her body :

‘I’ve been seeing someone else.’

Frozen at the table, she’d tried in vain to formulate a coherent sentence as the life she’d known for twenty-three years – seven years of coupledom before sixteen years of marriage – collapsed around her.

‘Why?’ she’d muttered finally.

Saying it was a struggle. Hannah knew that she sounded different, mouse-like. She hated it.

Dan’s eyes couldn’t meet hers. ‘It just happened,’ he said sheepishly. ‘You can’t really help who you fall for, can you?’

Hannah had almost laughed and would have if the reality of her situation hadn’t rendered her completely numb.

‘Seriously, Dan? You can’t help who you fall for? That’s the most clichéd bollocks I’ve heard in a long time. You can help it. By not cheating on your wife, for starters. Why didn’t you talk to me?’

Dan shrugged. ‘It wasn’t intentional.’

‘Who is she, then?’

Dan had the grace to look slightly ashamed. ‘She’s a personal trainer,’ he confessed. ‘From the gym.’

Hannah’s insides turned to stone. A personal trainer. Is this some kind of midlife crisis? she wondered. Most victims came home with a cringe-inducing sports car, but here was Dan, her loving, reliable, handsome Dan, running off with a personal trainer from Gym4Less. No wonder he’d been spending so much time there lately. And Hannah thought he had finally started to take exercise seriously, after a wellness day at work had scared him into a health kick. Clearly, she’d been wrong.

Dan was looking remarkably fitter, Hannah mused, then regretted it.

He’s dumped me for a fit woman, she thought. Everything I’m not.

The tears had come then, blurring the scenery, the kitchen they’d decorated together. Their home. Their dreams.

Of course, there were some dreams that hadn’t come true. But after everything, Hannah didn’t expect this.

‘I’ll pack my stuff, then,’ said Dan, dropping his dish into the sink before heading up the stairs.

It’s just a blip, Hannah told herself, retreating to the bathroom. She turned on the shower so that Dan couldn’t hear her sobbing as he hastily threw as many belongings as he could into their favourite holiday suitcase. These things happen. It won’t last long.

Sadly, it had lasted for more than two months.

Hannah took another sip. The TV cop had made her arrest, but Hannah felt restless. Tipsy now, her eyes travelled to her phone. One quick look, she thought, unable to resist the temptation. She pulled up Facebook.

She typed in his name. Dan had unfriended her – easier that way, he’d said – but he didn’t realise just how many photos he’d left public.

There he was. Dan Saunders. Sitting in a sunny pub garden in his profile photo, in a T-shirt she didn’t recognise. Hannah clicked on the photo, enlarging it.

Dan’s smile made Hannah’s heart soar with longing before she caught sight of the rogue arm and tendrils of long chestnut hair that fell over a tanned shoulder. She may have been cropped out, but Hannah knew instantly that the glowing, toned arm belonged to Sophia.

Dan hadn’t revealed too much about his elusive new fling, but it didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to find out what she needed to know. Social media provided all the answers. Sophia Sandford was the polar opposite of Hannah. Effortlessly beautiful ; tall and slim with perfect hair and a look so polished that it screamed ‘success’. Sophia looked as though she’d stepped out of a glossy magazine. Photos showed her small, super-fit body adorned with fitness gear. A body to show off. Not that Hannah could blame her. If I looked like that I would walk around Tesco in the buff, she thought.

Hannah could never look like Sophia. She’d tried over the years before she realised that it was completely impossible. Hannah was naturally curvy, having taken after her mum’s side of the family. She was shorter, too, and Hannah had much preferred long jumpers and dresses that concealed her body rather than putting it on display. Unlike Sophia, with her long, cascading hair and tight-fitting dresses that clung to every toned curve. Hannah’s own hair, dyed blonde to cover the greys that had been creeping in since her thirties, sat just above her shoulders.

She stared at the profile photo again. Had it really ‘just happened’, or had Dan been looking for someone else the whole time?

Hannah took another sip of Merlot and clicked the image away. On Facebook, one of her former colleagues reclined on a tropical beach, sipping a vivid orange concoction. #Blessed. For a brief moment, Hannah pictured herself escaping. Leaving Bristol for a few days, stuffing her old blue bikini and trusty bum-concealing sarong into a bag and jetting away somewhere sunny. She’d buy the giant, pineapple-shaped lilo she saw in town and float along in the pool, clutching a drink of her own. It was a perfect sun-kissed fantasy – until she realised that her bikini was likely three sizes too small by now and her bank balance could barely get her to Skegness, let alone Portugal.

Facebook was a portal of despair when your life was shit, Hannah knew. Yet, she couldn’t help looking. Before she could stop herself, her fingers hovered over the search bar.

Sophia Sandford.

As expected, Hannah felt sick. The wine swirled in her stomach. Hannah had visited the profile almost nightly, somehow unable to stop torturing herself. There was nothing new about Dan on the page, but Hannah’s shaking hand ventured to the photos once again, perusing the gym selfies and beach photos and night-out snaps that she’d seen a million times. Not only was Sophia beautiful, but she was also thirty-three. Dan had left Hannah to sample pastures greener. And fitter. And over a decade younger.

In one photo Sophia was mid-run, grinning among a crowd. Hannah swiped. Now, Sophia was holding a medal, glowing with pride.

‘If that’s who I’m up against, I’m stuffed,’ Hannah slurred, defeated.

Glass in hand, she let the tears come. She went to get up, but her head felt light. Hannah looked at the bottle on the coffee table, noticing the mere drip left at the bottom. She’d worked her way through almost the entire thing. She shuffled off the sofa to get to her feet, thinking it might be best to go to bed, but as she stumbled unsteadily to the door with all the grace of a baby learning to walk, she stubbed her toe on the coffee table.

‘For God’s sake!’ she yelled.

Her phone bounced onto the floor.

Hannah bent down to retrieve it, noticing, thankfully, that Sophia’s page was gone. Her newsfeed appeared instead. As the room began to spin, something caught Hannah’s eye.


FANCY A CHALLENGE?

There are still places available for the Great South-West Marathon!



The bright advert beamed out enticingly. The words danced in front of Hannah’s eyes. A marathon?

REGISTER NOW!

Hannah let out a laugh. She stared down at the ad, at the smiling runners who beamed back up at her as if to say join us. Then an image of Dan appeared in the forefront of her mind. Dan obviously liked fit women. Maybe that’s where I went wrong, Hannah thought. Maybe I should have shown more interest. She pictured herself as a runner with a medal of her own, smiling as she ran through the crowd, Dan’s arms outstretched as he waited for her at the finish line.

It’s only a run! It can’t be that difficult, surely? If thousands of people can do it, so can I. I’ll start tomorrow! I’ll run across fields and mountains and be like those women in the sportswear ads …

It came to her like a message from the heavens. Suddenly, she knew exactly what she needed to do.

Her hands wavered as she hit ‘Register’. She laughed, filling in her card details, wondering why she hadn’t thought of this before.

The words were fuzzy on the screen.

Congratulations, you’re all set!

‘Yes!’ Hannah yelled to the air. ‘I’m going to run a marathon. I’ll be fit and fast and bloody amazing.’ She posted a quick update on her own Facebook page before flopping back onto the sofa.

Where, promptly, she fell asleep.

The following morning, Hannah awoke to a pounding headache and thirty-eight new Facebook notifications.

Thirty-eight? Hannah thought. That’s unusual.

Bringing the phone closer to her face, she squinted in a desperate attempt to quell the pain behind her eyes and the sickness in her stomach, not to mention the disgusting furry taste in her mouth. Hannah glimpsed the near-empty bottle of Merlot on the coffee table and felt a momentary hint of shame.

Nervously, Hannah looked at the notifications. Usually she’d have two, six at the most. Maybe as many as thirty on her birthday, but certainly not on a normal day. She waited for the screen to fall into focus and when she finally saw the words, her throat felt tight and the bile in her stomach began to rise.

So GUESS WAHT??? Gonna be running the GREAT SOUHT WEST MARATHOOOOON! Go meee! Just singed up, time to get fit & fast!!!

Oh no.

Please, no.

A vague memory of the previous night began to surface. Hannah looked again, willing the words to disappear and prove she was still asleep, mid nightmare. But she wasn’t. She’d definitely typed those words.

Her best friend Bronwen had been first to comment :


Er, Han? Those typos tell me you’re sozzled. Are you?? You need to tell me more when we meet! Anyway … GO, HANNAH!!

XX



Beneath Bronwen, other friends and acquaintances had posted their own good-luck wishes :


Well done, Han! Wish I was as brave as you!

A marathon! Wow! that’s fantastic, Hannah. Good luck!

GO HAN! GO HAN! Xxx

Wow, 26.2 miles! I’d keel over before I got to two. Good luck, Han, we’ll be cheering you on!



Twenty-six point two miles.

Hannah had signed up to run twenty-six (and a bit!) miles.

Sure enough, sitting in her inbox was the congratulatory email from the Great South-West Marathon team. She hadn’t imagined it. There was her name, her registration number, happily reminding her that she’d be running a marathon.

And, if that wasn’t bad enough, the race was in three months’ time.

Hannah felt the colour drain from her face. Run. She could barely run to the bottom of the street for the bus without becoming a breathless, sweaty mess. Hannah hadn’t done any proper exercise in years. And yet she’d willingly, drunkenly, idiotically volunteered to run an entire marathon, in front of everyone. The room began to swirl and sway in front of her eyes as the jarring light of the morning crept through the curtains, along with the nasty smack of reality.

Twenty. Six. Miles.

Suddenly, the unkind lurch of last night’s wine rose to her throat at the sheer thought of it. She made it to the bathroom just in time.

That’s it, she resolved. I’m never drinking again.



2

Malika

Malika missed the smell of flowers.

It was odd, really ; just recently, she’d hated it. Hated the acrid stench of the initial sweetness beginning to ripen and rot. She couldn’t stand the way it wafted past her nose every morning, a strange attack on her senses. A harsh reminder. Of course, it had once been pleasant. For a time, the aroma had permeated the office of Rocket Recruitment, provoking fond memories of childhood visits to her grandmother’s house. Her beloved gran would buy artful bouquets from the local florist and each week a new arrangement would sit on the hallway table, next to the old telephone. But, as with her grandmother, the charming scent had become cloying, entwined with another feeling – loss.

It was everywhere.

The absence of the sweet smell reminded Malika that it was over. Four weeks on, the bouquets had stopped arriving altogether. Things had started to venture back into the territory known as ‘Normal’, even though Malika was nowhere near ready. The flowers in the office had grown dry, their crinkled, fallen petals swept into the bin, the vases emptied and relinquished to the back of a cupboard. The unnerving cloud of sympathy that had hovered over the building in recent weeks had started to lift, making way for the summer sun that illuminated the street outside. Malika’s colleagues, already a small team of four before it happened, had started to laugh and joke again. It felt almost as though they’d forgotten about Abbie.

Four weeks. That’s all it had taken for Abbie to fade into the background. The cool June air had become warmer, bringing forth the promise of summer, evident as people wandered up and down the steep incline of Park Street towards the shops and the cafes and the vast library on College Green ; the students, the workers, the casual summer tourists heading up the iconic hill, bathed in a summer glow of hope and excitement. Malika would watch them through the window, almost envious. Just weeks ago she’d looked forward to joining them ; these people, these city dwellers out in force among the visitors. She loved summer in Bristol – breezy evenings spent in harbourside bars, watching the lights dancing on the water as the hours stretched ahead ; relaxing with her housemates Roz, Dean and Kath, sipping from bottled beer and talking the weekend away.

But now, she dreaded it. The warm air felt sticky and overpowering. The sky wasn’t so bright any more.

The day was just beginning as Malika entered the office, hanging up her denim jacket on the coat stand in the corner before heading to her desk. Abbie’s desk. Malika had swapped as she couldn’t bear to see it empty, awkwardly ignored because nobody wanted to admit that Abbie wasn’t coming back. She turned on the PC, carefully pushing aside some clutter that had once been Abbie’s : a notebook, a little pot of paper clips, an assortment of Post-it notes covered in Abbie’s handwriting. Malika didn’t have the heart to throw them away.

‘Morning!’ Eva, the branch manager, poked her head out from the kitchen. ‘Warm out there today, isn’t it? Was just about to put the kettle on. Tea?’

‘Silly question,’ Malika joked, hoping Eva believed the bounce in her voice, the perkiness that she once used to possess, which was now merely an act.

Malika checked her emails, flagging up any new ones she’d have to answer, her eyes flitting towards the window. She enjoyed the quietness as the city opened up for the day, the sun making its morning debut over the tall, old buildings. In less than forty-five minutes, Malika’s first candidates of the day would be bustling through the doors, hopeful and eager and in search of a new job, or sometimes a new dream career. The possibility of helping them to find it usually made Malika more determined, more eager to embrace the day, but for now she relished the temporary peace, savouring it.

Until the door opened and in walked Marc. The silence was broken.

‘Hey, M!’ he announced loudly, winking, hanging up his suit jacket and pulling out his sports bottle. He placed it on the desk, a thick green sludge-like substance swirling inside it. Marc caught her looking. ‘New smoothie. Want some?’

‘It looks vile,’ she said, smiling.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Not gonna lie. Looks like I’ve scooped it out of a swamp. But it does the trick.’

Malika watched as Marc kicked his bag under the desk and stretched, honed muscles straining beneath his pristine white shirt. Marc always turned up to work suited and booted. It made Malika nervously wonder if she should be doing the same. Putting more effort in. Abbie had, after all.

Eva returned from the kitchen with two mugs full of tea. ‘All right, Marc?’ she asked. Eva looked down at Malika’s desk, brow furrowed as she surveyed the clutter, looking for a place to put the mug.

‘Oh, Mal, forgot to ask. Did you get round to printing off the new vacancy posters last week?’

Malika’s face fell. ‘No. I totally forgot. I’ll do it right now, Eva. I’m really sorry.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Eva replied, smiling. ‘If you could do it later, that’d be fab. But …’ Her eyes darted around the desk. ‘Maybe we should clear some of this stuff away. You can hardly move.’

‘It’s all right,’ said Malika quickly. ‘I’ll do it soon.’

Eva leant forwards and plucked a business card from a neat stack on the desk : Abbie Gordon, Assistant Manager.

‘Well, we don’t need these any more, do we?’ she said.

To Malika’s horror, she scooped up the small pile and dumped the cards in the wastepaper bin. Malika reached for them, but Eva stopped her.

‘Mal.’

‘It’s just …’

‘It’s good to de-clutter,’ Marc called across the room. ‘If you don’t, well, that’s how hoarding starts. You’ll end up on one of those documentaries,’ he added with a laugh.

Malika knew that behind his cheeky demeanour he was only trying to help. For once, it was nice ; more often than not, Eva and Marc danced so tentatively around the subject of what happened. Or worse still, avoided it altogether.

Eva slipped from the main office, returning seconds later with a small cardboard box. The kind you use when you move house. Or when you get a new job, and have to pack up your mementoes and leaving card full of wishes before your colleagues bid you a happy farewell.

Or the kind your friends put your belongings in when you’re dead.

Malika pushed the box away. ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit early?’

Eva shook her head. ‘Keeping her things here will only make you feel worse. It’ll just get harder the longer you leave it. I know you were fond of Abbie, we all were, but we need to keep things ticking away as normal or it’ll be total madness in here. We have to move on at some point.’

Not yet, Malika wanted to say, but she struggled to find the words.

Eva spoke quietly. ‘Mal, is everything all right? You just don’t seem, well, yourself. I know it’s only natural to be feeling like this, but if you need to take some time off, don’t be afraid to tell me, OK?’

‘No, Eva, it’s fine—’

Eva held up a hand. ‘Mal, seriously. I know you said you’re happy to take on Abbie’s workload until …’ She trailed off.

Until you replace her, Malika thought.

‘… for the time being.’ Eva corrected herself. ‘I’m just worried it might all be a bit much for you at the moment. Maybe making you assistant manager in her, well, absence, wasn’t the best way to go. I’ve heaped so much on you.’

‘No!’ Malika almost shouted. Eva’s concern, although appreciated, was just too much. ‘Honestly. I can do it, Eva. Really. I don’t need time off. I’m fine.’

I’m fine. It was her biggest lie of late, one she’d told so many times that she almost believed it herself. To her boss, to her housemates, to her parents, to the strangers who’d entered Rocket asking for Abbie, only to be told she was no longer there. I’m fine. I’m all right. What did it matter, anyway? It wasn’t about her. Abbie was the one who mattered. Abbie, Malika’s colleague and friend.

Their friendship had formed when Malika had joined Rocket, their casual lunchtime conversations turning quickly into post-work evenings out, gigs and shopping trips, wandering the charity shops of Gloucester Road in search of pre-owned treasures. Abbie was always there to talk through Malika’s problems, to listen to her housemate-related frustrations, like when Dean got a new girlfriend who’d practically moved in. Abbie was a problem-solver. Abbie was an amazing friend. A wonderful human being.

Abbie was killed when a car ploughed into her bicycle as she cycled home from work.

Eva smiled sadly, proffering the box again. ‘All right. If you’re sure. But for now, can you please clear some of this stuff away? We can keep it in the cupboard for the time being until we work out what to do with it.’

Malika nodded mutely. Maybe Eva’s right, she thought. Maybe she needed to let go, after all. Move forwards. It was all about moving forwards.

She placed the box at her feet, took a deep breath and began to place Abbie’s possessions in their new home, one by one ; carefully, as if they were priceless antiques. She opened the top drawer, which she’d left just the way it was. Stationery, more notebooks, three boxes of herbal tea, a stapler … and a small emergency make-up kit that Abbie and Malika kept for impromptu after-work nights out. Malika held it in her hands, smiling at the memory before dropping it softly into the box.

Then, as she lifted out an old folder, something fluttered out from beneath it. A leaflet. Reaching down to retrieve it, Malika noticed it was an advert for a race. Big, bold letters beamed out from the glossy paper, over a photo of a sea of smiling runners. Abbie had been a keen runner, always trying to get Malika to join her. ‘Do it!’ she’d say. ‘Go on! It’ll be fun. We can do it together.’

Malika had always turned down the offer. ‘One day, maybe,’ she’d reply.

‘That means never. I know you, Malika!’

‘You’re probably right. Running just isn’t me.’

Abbie had always laughed off her excuses. But Malika wasn’t lying ; running just wasn’t her forte. She’d never been sporty at all, really, besides a bit of netball in high school. She saw exercise as more of a chore than fulfilment, unless dancing in Popworld with Roz and Kath counted.

‘Please?’ Abbie had asked, appearing at her desk, making a pouty face. ‘It’ll be fuuun.’

‘Fine!’

‘Promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘I’m holding you to that, Mal. Don’t go thinking you can get out of it.’

But she had got out of it. In the worst way possible.

Malika winced at the memory, wishing she’d done it, wishing she’d done everything possible to spend as much time as she could with her friend. She’d had no idea Abbie’s time had been nearly up. If she could go back, she would have done anything. Any sport. Anything.

She looked down at the leaflet. Malika read :

The Great South-West Marathon is happening in October – are YOU ready?
Owing to the huge success of the Bristol and Bath Half Marathons, we’re proud to announce a brand-new annual race – 26.2 miles around the stunning city and countryside!

Malika dropped the leaflet into the box and went back to emptying the drawer. A flash of silver caught her eye.

Malika reached in and pulled out something small, round and heavy that was nestled among the old staples and paper clips.

A medal.

Malika felt the sturdy weight of its round surface in her hand. It glinted beneath the light of the window. The medal, attached to a blue ribbon, was engraved with the words ‘Great Bristol Half Marathon 2017’. Malika remembered the day Abbie brought it in, holding it up to show everyone. She’d raised over three hundred pounds for the British Heart Foundation. Malika briefly pondered why Abbie had left such an item in her work drawer. If she had won a medal, she’d display it proudly at home, telling anyone who’d listen about her amazing feat. But Abbie took part in races all the time. She probably had an entire collection of medals at home and had just forgotten she’d left it there.

Malika clasped her hand around the medal, her fingers brushing the ribbon. She held it over the box, ready to drop it in, but stopped herself. No. It was far too special to be left in a cupboard, forgotten, only to be disposed of in time. Instead, Malika put it in her pocket.

She pulled out the leaflet.

A marathon.

The idea swirled briefly in her head before she swatted it away. No, she thought. That would be crazy. What a stupid, stupid idea.

But her hands were already on the keyboard, typing into the search bar.

The colourful website sprung into life.

Take the challenge!

Runners appeared, a photo slideshow of faces, determination in their eyes, happy and glowing as they raced along a sunny road.

She could hardly believe she was even considering it. A marathon, of all things. One that was taking place in three months. She certainly wouldn’t have enough time to train.

Go on! Abbie’s voice sounded in her head again.

Malika remembered her words. I promise. Stealing another glance at the medal, she realised that here was the perfect opportunity to keep that promise.

Closure. That’s what she needed. Eva had told her so. Her mother had told her so, during her regular phone calls. Hearing about Abbie’s death had only made Mrs Sade worry more about her daughter. ‘I’m fine, Mum,’ Malika would say, trying to keep the irritation from her voice.

But now, there was a possibility. Something to focus on. Something, anything, to keep her mind on the road ahead, to stop it from straying down that narrow, winding path of grief, and the constant fear of the inevitable that had already begun to take over Malika’s life like a dark, suffocating monster.

Perhaps, she reasoned, she, too, could raise some money. Help to make a difference.

With a deep breath, she clicked ‘Sign Up’.
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