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        For all the friends I’ve ever bored silly by talking endlessly about running.

        I’ve put it in a book now too. Sorry.

        And for the running community and, in particular, my trail and ultrarunning tribes.

        Here’s to the pain, the lost toenails and the immeasurable joy.

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘I can’t go on. I’ll go on.’

        samuel beckett
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      Bishop’s Gardens, Cheltenham

      Saturday 4th April

      If Victoria had known she was going to die during today’s run, she might have worn her new vest. But she didn’t know that, of course, and so when she picked it up earlier – it’s purple, and for some reason she suddenly felt she wasn’t in a purple mood – she immediately pushed it back into the drawer and pulled out her favourite old sunshine-yellow one instead. It’s starting to bobble a little along the side seams, but it’s comfortable and, even more importantly, this is the vest she was wearing two weeks ago when she ran her fastest ever time at the weekly community 5km in the park.

      Maybe it’s my lucky vest, she thinks now, as she stands at the start line, the surprisingly strong April sunshine already warming her bare shoulders even though it’s not quite 9am. She feels a little frisson of pleasure. It’s Easter Saturday; it’s going to be a lovely day, and this is the perfect way to kick it off. She’s done this run every Saturday morning – barring those taken up by illness or holidays – for nearly two years now, along with up to six hundred others sometimes, and it’s become a weekly ritual of which she never seems to tire. The three-lap route, around Bishop’s Gardens just north of Cheltenham town centre, doesn’t vary: it follows a gravel path around a lake, passes a boathouse and crosses a bridge, then loops past a football pitch and basketball court, finishing on a grassy bank behind the leisure centre. Yet the run feels different every single time. Frost sparkling on the grass in the winter months, under the stark bare limbs of the trees. Leaves crunching underfoot in autumn, the branches above glowing gold and amber. The hopeful green buds in spring, and then May, when the dusky grey cygnets appear on the water, tiny black feet paddling frantically to keep up with the graceful glide of their parents. The simple pleasure of buying an ice cream from the truck that parks up near the finish line on a hot summer Saturday, and biting into its cold sweetness, not caring that it’s not even 10am. Today it’s not ice cream weather, not yet, but it’s bright and dry and there’s a big crowd gathering, and once the run is done, she and Tim are heading straight to the little café at the edge of the park for brunch. Coffee, poached eggs and avocado on sourdough, then home to shower and do some chores. Later, they’ve planned an early dinner in Montpellier with friends and then a trip to the fancy new cinema, the one with the big double armchairs and cocktails served to you in your seat.

      ‘Feeling fit?’ Tim asks, and Victoria turns to her husband and smiles.

      ‘Think so,’ she says. ‘Perfect day for it anyway.’

      Tim’s not a runner – he prefers his bike and bashing squash and tennis balls around – but he comes along with her now and again, because there’s nearly always someone they know here for him to talk to while the run’s underway and it saves time if they’re doing something together afterwards. She likes having him along, partly because it means she can bring a decent handbag and leave it with him while she runs. There’s always a spot to leave personal belongings at the finish line, but it’s too risky to leave an expensive bag or one with anything valuable in it, so she usually just carries an old rucksack when she’s alone. Today, she’s brought one of her favourites. Tim has it slung over his shoulder now, the tan leather crossbody bag she treated herself to in Coach the last time they went to London on a shopping trip, and she smiles again as she thinks how completely unselfconscious he looks wearing it, chatting animatedly to someone he knows from the squash club. The man’s wearing a tight black T-shirt and baggy khaki shorts, and he bobs up and down on his toes as he simultaneously warms up and listens to whatever Tim’s gabbing on about, nodding and grinning.

      Victoria’s not paying much attention to their conversation; she’s happy to just stand there, tightening her high ponytail and quietly observing, only half-listening to the pre-run briefing she’s heard so many times before, and now glancing at the big black sports watch on her wrist, waiting. And then, there they are, the familiar words of the run director booming through the microphone clutched in his hand.

      ‘Timekeepers ready … Three, two, one, GO!’

      ‘Good luck, babe! See you at the finish!’ she hears Tim shout, and she waves, then starts to run, a slow jog at first until the scrum at the start line begins to clear, then she hits her stride, zigzagging through the gaps, finding a space. The first lap flies by, and as she begins the second she’s enjoying herself, her body feeling light and relaxed, a gentle breeze cooling her bare legs. And then it happens. A hand on her shoulder, as if someone’s trying to get past. She turns her head slightly, and feels a forceful puff of air, as if the runner behind her has just breathed heavily right in her face. Right in her mouth. She recoils – what the hell are they doing? – and seconds later they’ve gone, pounding past her. Victoria runs a hand over her lower face and, to her mild surprise, it comes away with a fine layer of dust on it. She coughs, coughs again, and frowns, puzzled, and then she feels it. A tingle in her lips. A prickling feeling in her mouth, a gradually increasing feeling of light-headedness, a tightening of her throat. She’s still running, but she begins to slow, to stumble, and moments later she’s sinking to her knees, and even though the exertion has stopped, her breathing is becoming more and more rapid, and she can hear it now, the wheezing, the rattling in her chest. There are voices, people shouting, and she’s vaguely aware that someone is speaking to her, their tone urgent, asking her if she’s OK, if she needs help, but she can’t reply. This has happened to her before, twice, but not like this. This is so fast, so bad, and if her tongue wasn’t swelling so rapidly she’d be able to tell someone she knows exactly what she needs, and how very urgently she needs it. She needs her EpiPen, the little adrenaline-filled lifesaver she never leaves home without, just in case. She didn’t forget it today; she never does. But it’s in her bag, the bag that’s currently on her husband’s shoulder at the finish line of this run. It’s in her bag, and she needs it, now, but she has no breath left to speak with, shimmering spots dancing in front of her eyes, a roaring in her ears. And even though she can still see the sun shining brightly high above her, down here on the ground she’s cold, so cold, her body slumping forwards, her cheek banging hard onto the rough gravel of the path. For a moment she finds herself wondering why that didn’t hurt, because it should have, and then she’s drifting, floating, aware there are feet all around her, hands touching her, but she can’t engage, can’t even open her eyes.

      ‘Tim,’ she tries to mumble. ‘Tim.’

      Memories are flooding in now. Memories of ways she’s behaved, things she’s done. Things she’s never spoken of. Faces she’s tried to forget. The visions flicker, then they blur and fade to black.

      ‘Tim.’

      She tries again, but it’s no use. She knows he can’t hear her; suddenly knows he’ll never hear her say his name again. He’s too far away, and it’s far, far too late.
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      Gloucestershire Police HQ

      Saturday 4th April

      ‘Question: fancy a little Easter drink on the way home? Or is it a date night? And isn’t that already tidy enough? What are you doing?’

      Detective Inspector Livvy Lacy, perched on the edge of a desk, looks questioningly at her nearby colleague, who appears to be carefully rearranging an already neat row of highlighter pens into colour order: yellow on the left, then orange, followed by green.

      ‘That was four questions, boss,’ Detective Sergeant Noor McCarthy says, putting the final pen in place and looking up.

      ‘So, yes, no, never, and I really don’t know.’

      Livvy frowns.

      ‘Hang on… OK, so that’s yes to a drink, no it’s not a date night, your desk is never tidy enough – I beg to differ – and you don’t know why you’re doing that with your highlighters? You really do need to get out more. Come on.’

      Noor sighs.

      ‘I do. It’s been a long few weeks, hasn’t it?’

      Livvy heaves herself to a standing position and reaches for her jacket that’s slung over the back of a nearby chair.

      ‘It sure has.’

      Long and gruelling. They’ve just wrapped up a particularly nasty assault case – two young women viciously attacked and robbed on their way home from a nightclub, one left with life-changing facial injuries, the other with several broken ribs after one of the assailants stamped on her chest. This afternoon, two men were finally charged. The police officers’ satisfaction in knowing that both will, it’s very much hoped, be found guilty and be given long prison sentences, was tempered by the knowledge that the victims are still facing a long road to recovery, both mentally and physically. The younger woman, just twenty years old, lost an eye; her friend is, according to reports, so traumatised by the events of that night she’s currently unable to work, terrified to even leave her home.

      As the two officers leave police headquarters and turn left, heading for the wine bar on the corner, Livvy says, ‘So where’s Ronan tonight then? I would have thought you’d be desperate to get back to him after the hours we’ve put in recently.’

      ‘Boys’ golf trip,’ says Noor. ‘He’ll be back tomorrow. And to be honest, much as I miss him, the prospect of an evening to myself is not terrible right now. Long, hot bath, Married at First Sight on the telly … bliss.’

      Livvy laughs.

      ‘Fair enough,’ she says.

      She gets it, even though there are many, many nights when she wishes she wasn’t spending yet another evening alone. She lost her husband two years ago; the grief is less intense now, less all-consuming, but she’s nowhere near ready to even consider dating, despite her loneliness. How can she replace Doug? She can’t. Not yet. Maybe never. Noor, in contrast, got married just six months ago, to a tall, smiley Irish accountant, and the couple are about as loved-up as you can get, but even so. All police officers understand that need for time to decompress and regroup after a tough case; the craving for a little solitude to get your head straight again.

      As they walk into the bar, Livvy can already feel her shoulders dropping. It’s early, just after five, and while there’s a gentle Bank Holiday weekend buzz, the place isn’t yet heaving, plenty of tables free. Noor tells her to grab one of their favourites by the window, and heads to the bar without even asking Livvy what she fancies. She returns a minute later with their usual – two large glasses of Pinot Grigio – which she places carefully on the table, then sits down with a grateful, ‘And breathe.’

      ‘Breathe, and drink,’ replies Livvy, and they clink glasses. For a few moments there’s silence, as they both take several large gulps of the chilled white wine.

      Then Noor says, ‘Not to harp on about work, but that was a bit of an odd one today, wasn’t it? The woman at the park 5k?’

      ‘Odd how?’ asks Livvy.

      Some of their colleagues had attended earlier. A thirty-year-old woman called Victoria Dunn had collapsed at the weekly community 5km run in Bishop’s Gardens, and although the ambulance had arrived within fifteen minutes, she’d been pronounced dead at the scene. It’s never nice being on duty when a young person dies – not nice when anyone dies – and this one, although most likely a non-suspicious death by all accounts, will still have to be investigated, simply because the exact cause of the woman’s demise couldn’t be determined immediately. The involvement of the police was standard procedure; they always attend if someone dies unexpectedly outside a hospital or medical setting, or in a public place, and this one was certainly public, with hundreds of runners milling around. It meant, at least, that there were numerous eyewitness reports, onlookers saying the deceased simply collapsed suddenly during the second lap. That, plus the fact the body had no obvious injuries, and the woman was young and fit, had led to a general feeling that this was just a tragic, sudden death from some undiagnosed medical condition. But Livvy’s not a runner and Noor is, so the latter’s use of the word ‘odd’ instantly piques her interest.

      ‘Well, the paramedics said their best guess was she died from anaphylactic shock,’ Noor says. ‘I don’t know the details but apparently there was something about peanuts. Her husband told them she had a severe allergy. He was waiting for her at the finish line with her handbag, and her EpiPen was in it but by the time he heard what was happening and got across to the other side of the park with it, it was too late. But … peanuts? During a 5k run? Doesn’t that seem a bit weird? I mean, there’s obviously a chance one of the other runners was eating nuts and, I don’t know, breathed on her or brushed past her or something but…’

      ‘Hmm,’ Livvy says. ‘How was that enough to trigger such a bad reaction, you mean? But I suppose if she was seriously allergic? Some people can’t even be in the same room, can they? I mean, like on planes they sometimes announce they won’t be serving nuts with the drinks, if someone on board has a really bad allergy.’

      ‘I know, but … who eats peanuts while they’re running? Major choking hazard,’ says Noor. ‘And even if they’d been eating them before the race started, and I suppose were panting or whatever as they ran past her, I don’t know… I still just don’t really understand how she got enough on her to kill her. It sounds like it was a mega fast, properly bad reaction. You would have thought it’d take a pretty decent dose of peanuts.’

      She sighs and picks up her drink again.

      ‘Oh, what do I know, though? There’s going to be a postmortem anyway, so I guess that’ll shed some light on it. Poor woman. She was a regular runner there apparently. The guys said people were in tears all over the place.’

      Livvy grimaces.

      ‘Awful. What sort of medical arrangements do they have at events like that then? I mean, would a defibrillator have saved her?’

      ‘Oh, there’s always one on site,’ says Noor. ‘There has to be. My brother was at a community run in Worcester a while back and it was cancelled twenty minutes before the start because nobody realised till then that the defibrillator’s battery was flat. There are usually medics amongst the volunteers that run the things too. But I’m assuming they just didn’t get to her in time. It all sounded horribly quick. Scary.’

      Livvy shakes her head slowly.

      ‘Well, I guess we’ll learn more after the PM. But if it really was caused by another runner stuffing down a mouthful of nuts … well, it sounds like the organisers might need to do a bit of education. Warn everyone, especially if there’s a runner with a known allergy as severe as that on the course. Can you imagine it? Going out for a little Easter fun run and not coming home?’

      ‘I was planning to go for a nice run before breakfast tomorrow,’ says Noor sombrely. ‘It’s lost its appeal a bit now. Shall we have another drink? These seem to have vanished rather quickly.’

      Livvy picks up her glass and peers into it, surprised to see it’s already almost empty.

      ‘Let’s,’ she says. ‘And let’s drink to a nice peaceful day off tomorrow, and a lovely quiet week ahead. I think we’re definitely owed one.’
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      Gloucestershire Coroner’s Service

      Monday 6th April

      ‘I’m just not sure. Something feels slightly off. I could be wrong, but…’

      Dr Beth Carnaby frowns, and Livvy and Noor exchange glances. The pathologist has just finished her postmortem examination of the body of Victoria Dunn, and the fact that the two officers now find themselves standing at her desk, on a Bank Holiday Monday, is clearly not a good sign.

      ‘Go on,’ says Livvy.

      ‘Well, she did die from anaphylaxis, there’s no doubt about that. You know how that works, right? The victim comes into contact with the trigger – in this case, peanuts – and the immune system releases a flood of chemicals. The body goes into shock, the blood pressure drops, airway narrows, tongue and throat swell…’

      Beth pauses, looking down at a printed page.

      ‘Her husband said she’d had two previous episodes, one as a young child, one in her teens, the second apparently much worse than the first, although on both of those occasions she was able to get medical attention quickly. But she was warned then that, as is very common, any future reactions could be increasingly severe. With such a serious allergy, the symptoms can begin within seconds and without treatment it’s not unusual for death to occur in ten to fifteen minutes, which is unfortunately what we’ve seen here. With the location and the confusion and the slight delay in the arrival of the ambulance, and the fact her husband didn’t get to her in time with her epinephrine…’

      She shrugs.

      ‘The reaction was intense. Rapid. The cause of death isn’t in doubt. It’s just…’

      She shakes her head slowly, and it’s Livvy’s turn to frown.

      ‘What’s your concern?’

      ‘The quantity of the trigger. The peanuts – or in this case peanut dust. There was so much of it. A fine dust, that’s the only way I can describe it. As if someone crushed a load of peanuts, literally pulverised them to a powder, and then … well, sprayed her with it, almost. There was a layer of it on her face, her neck, her top… I just can’t make it make sense. Someone running past her would have needed to have a big mouthful of this dust and have coughed violently pretty much right in her face. And running in a race, with a big mouthful of really dry peanut dust? Weird, right?’

      Livvy feels her chest tighten slightly. She turns to Noor.

      ‘It’s kind of what you said on Saturday, isn’t it? About eating peanuts while you’re running?’

      Noor nods.

      ‘Yep. I mean, would someone crush them like that so they weren’t such a choking hazard, maybe? But then yes, it would be so dry … and to have so much in your mouth? I don’t get it either. And it was only a 5k – it’s not like you need to take on much food to fuel it.’

      ‘Yeah, I see what you mean.’

      Livvy looks back at Beth.

      ‘Was there anything else?’

      ‘Only one other little thing that seemed a bit out of place. I’ll send pictures over shortly, but there was a small sticker on the shoulder of her vest. White, square. With a green number one written on it in what looked like marker pen, and a tick.’

      ‘Ohh-kayyy,’ Livvy says slowly. ‘Any ideas?’

      Beth shakes her head.

      ‘No clue. It might be nothing. It could have got there accidentally. It might have been on a wall or a post she leaned against, and got transferred to her top that way, maybe? I don’t know. My job is simply to draw your attention to these things.’

      She smiles, and Livvy smiles back, but her mind’s already racing. The large quantity of peanuts in dust form, this odd sticker… Beth is right. Something does feel slightly off. She bites her lip, thinking, then makes her decision.

      ‘OK, we need to look a bit closer. This peanut dust … can we try to get some DNA from it? I mean, if someone did exhale it onto her, there’d be loads of their DNA in it, right?’

      Beth nods.

      ‘Absolutely. Already on it. Might be a few days to get the result, mind. There’s a bit of a backlog at the moment. But I’ll get it to you as soon as possible.’

      ‘Great. And Noor, let’s access the footage from any cameras in Bishop’s Gardens. See if we can glean anything. And I know we have eyewitness accounts from a few of the other runners but let’s talk to them again. See if anyone saw anyone with peanuts. And put out an appeal for any other witnesses to come forward too.’

      Noor nods.

      ‘On it, boss. From what I’ve heard, the crowd on Saturday was soon buzzing about the peanut allergy, so news about what happened got around pretty fast. If it was an accident, maybe the peanut-lover themselves will come forward. Who knows? You’d feel pretty terrible, wouldn’t you, if you found out your nut habit had killed another runner?’

      If it was an accident.

      As they leave Beth’s office, Livvy ponders on that. If it wasn’t an accident, what a bizarre way to kill someone. And you’d have to know, wouldn’t you, about her allergy? You’d have to know her quite well…

      No, stop it, she thinks as they pull out of the car park, heading back to police HQ. Don’t jump the gun. Don’t speculate. It probably was just a tragic, stupid accident.

      But as the vehicle gathers speed, Noor at the wheel, Livvy feels it again, that tightening of her chest, that familiar feeling of foreboding. And the sudden sense that this may not, after all, be the nice quiet week she was hoping for.

      God, I hope I’m wrong, she thinks.

    

  


  
    
      UK News Website

      Tuesday 7th April

      
        
        POLICE PROBE AFTER RUNNER’S EASTER PARK DEATH

      

      

      
        
        Police now say they are treating the death of a 30-year-old woman at a 5km running event in Cheltenham as suspicious. Emergency services were called to Bishop’s Gardens after Victoria Dunn collapsed during the race on Saturday morning. She was pronounced dead at the scene.

        A spokesperson for Gloucestershire Police has appealed for witnesses.

        “Anyone who saw anything suspicious, or who may have any photographs or videos of the event, is urged to contact police. You can also contact Crimestoppers anonymously on 0800 555111, or by using the online form on their website”.
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      Oak Park, Nottingham

      Thursday 9th April

      
        
         

        Off for a quick run in Oak Park to stretch the legs before 10km number 15 there on Saturday! Thanks for all your support so far, you guys rock [image: red heart]

      

      

      Standing on his doorstep, Jacob Bailey taps in the caption to his smiling selfie and posts it to his Instagram stories, then stuffs his phone into the pocket of his running shorts and pulls the front door shut, flicking his head torch on as he walks down the short path to the gate. Once out on the street, he taps his right earbud to start his music playlist and begins to run, heading for the park just a few hundred metres away. He knows Oak Park well – he’s lived in Nottingham for the past two years and it’s the nearest green space to his house – and after a very long day of teaching followed by several hours of lesson planning he’s desperate to get out and get some fresh air in his lungs, even if it is already after 9pm, dark and a little drizzly. He only has time for three runs most weeks, and he’s a creature of habit: Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday. Saturday is 10km day, and he’s particularly looking forward to this week’s; it’ll be nice not to have to travel, and just pop down the road.

      Jacob’s aiming for fifty-two 10km races this year, an average of one a week, to raise money for a prostate cancer charity. His father died from the disease last summer, and Jacob decided at Christmas he wanted to do something in his dad’s memory, something that might actually make a difference. He’d been out in the back garden when the idea came to him, a bit pissed after Christmas Eve drinks in his local, having a last brandy as a night-cap, and still bundled up in the coat and woolly hat he’d stumbled home in. He could only see one star up there in the inky blackness, but it was bright, really bright, twinkling away right above him, and he wondered if that might be his dad, watching him, so he raised his glass to it, and promised it he was going to spend the next twelve months doing something a bit special.

      Fifty-two 10kms in a year isn’t a lot, compared to what some charity fundraising runners do, he knows that; there was, for example, that bloke a couple of years ago who ran 365 marathons back to back, one every single day for twelve months, to raise money for a suicide prevention charity. That was crazy. Bloody impressive, though. Loads more of them out there, too, people running across countries, across continents, amazing feats of stamina and endurance. Jacob doesn’t have time for anything that big; he’s too busy trying to make a decent living. But fifty-two 10kms in a year is still something, still quite a commitment. And it’ll be an achievement, something to make him stand out from the crowd a bit. He’s been accused of being a bit … well, a bit boring, in the past. At uni, he didn’t do much except study, and now he doesn’t do much except work. Jacob wants to change that, wants to shake up his life a bit. He kicked the year off with a fun run in Birmingham on New Year’s Day, and he’s managed to find an event to enter every single week since. He’s had to travel a bit to some of them, but that’s been OK; his girlfriend Chelsea’s come along a couple of times, too, and they’ve made a weekend of it. She’s proud of him, he thinks. She loves him anyway, even the boring him, but she seems to be enjoying this new version, Jacob, Mark II, as much as he is. He’s hoping to raise three grand by December; so far, he’s on just over £750, which isn’t bad for early April.

      But it’s not just about the money – that’s only a small part of it. He’s raising awareness too. He’s posting about the challenge on Instagram, reminding people about the symptoms and the importance of checking yourself, and keeping his slowly growing band of followers – five hundred or so now – updated. Jacob’s account, @run4bailey, is named for his dad, who was simply known as ‘Bailey’ to his mates, and each week Jacob tells his followers where his next few races are going to be, in case anyone who lives locally wants to come along and run with him, keep him company. Three times now someone’s done just that, and it’s been nice; he feels like he’s made some new friends. The running community on social media’s great – well, apart from the few assholes who like to brag about their super-fast times and their super-fit bodies and their super-clean diets and all that shit. But generally, it’s brilliant. Supportive. Friendly. And on Saturday, some of his actual real-life friends will be there to cheer him on, too, as he runs his fifteenth race of the year in Oak Park, in the city he now calls home. They’re all going to go out for lunch afterwards and sink a few beers. It’s going to be epic. This whole thing is epic.

      Might have a beer tonight, too, when I get back, actually, Jacob thinks now as he reaches the edge of the park, turns left and begins to run down a long, tree-lined gravel path. He’s home alone this evening; Chelsea, who moved in with him a few months back, has gone to visit her mother in Oxford, but she’ll be back tomorrow, ahead of the weekend. So tonight, it’s a quick run, a takeaway and, yes, a beer. Just one, mind. He might not be as boring as he used to be, but he’s still not planning to get plastered on his own on a Thursday night.

      He’s taking it easy with his pace this evening; he felt a bit of a hamstring niggle on Tuesday and he doesn’t want to irritate it. He doesn’t want to trip, either, running in the dark like this. There aren’t any streetlights this far into the park, and he’s just realised the battery on his head torch must be low. The beam it’s casting in front of him is not quite as bright as it should be. He must remember to charge it up when he gets in. So … just up this little hill, back onto the flat, finish the loop and he’ll be on the home straight.

      There’s another runner behind him now, another bobbing light, brighter than his, visible to his left. He can’t quite hear how close the torch owner is – his music’s loud, a banging Sam Fender tune playing – but he moves over anyway, hugging the edge of the narrow path, just to be polite. Sometimes he feels a little competitive when another runner tries to overtake him and speeds up, chuffed with himself when he leaves them for dust, but he’s in no hurry tonight. Let them have their moment.

      ‘Oof! What…? Hey!’

      He grunts and almost stumbles as he suddenly feels a hand slamming down onto his shoulder.

      Christ! The path isn’t that narrow. Just run round me, you twat, he thinks, and he’s about to turn and say the words out loud when he feels another blow, this time a punch, hard, vicious, low on his spine. He gasps, groans and tries to turn again to face his assailant, realising now that this isn’t just a runner trying to pass him, that it must be a mugging, and that he’s about to lose his phone and his earbuds, the only valuables he has on him, and what a pain in the arse that’s going to be, having to replace them. Then he cries out in pain as his left leg is kicked out from under him. Suddenly, he’s on the ground and a tall form looms over him, eerily illuminated by Jacob’s head torch, although that’s slipped to the side of his head now so he can’t see properly, just a pair of legs, a bulky torso… It’s a man, he thinks, by the build, and as the figure stands there, silent, as if contemplating his next move, Jacob fumbles at the lamp strapped to his forehead, trying to pull it back into position, trying to focus on the face above him, his fear growing. His attacker must have turned off his own torch, because Jacob can’t see any other lights now, and he’s about to speak, to tell the guy to just take his phone, take whatever he wants, when the figure suddenly swoops downwards. Jacob’s aware of arms reaching out, of his body being pulled upwards into a sitting position, and then the man’s behind him, clamping a gloved hand over his face and yanking his head backwards. A faint spicy scent – aftershave maybe. Then a glint of something metallic, a pressure on his throat, a thin line of stinging pain, a wetness under his chin. Jacob flinches, tries to turn his head, to cry out, but now he’s being dropped again, and suddenly he’s flat on his back on the ground, and it must be raining, raining heavily, because now he feels wet everywhere, his chest, his ears, his shoulders. Warm wet.

      Weird.

      A wave of dizziness hits him, as if he’s about to faint, and he wonders if that’s possible. Can you faint when you’re already lying down? He’s not sure, but his pondering lasts only a few seconds, because now there’s another sensation sweeping over him. It’s as if he’s underwater, as if he’s drowning, as if there’s no longer any air to breathe, and again he wonders why he feels like this, when he’s outside in Oak Park, with plenty of air to breathe all around him. He wants to ask the man, his mugger, but he can’t see him anymore, and now Jacob’s wondering where he’s gone, and why he can still feel his phone in the pocket of his shorts, not stolen after all. Then he stops thinking about his phone, because his lungs seem to be on fire, burning inside his chest, and the fear grips him again, a rising panic, his heart pounding in his ears, his vision blurring. He blinks frantically, widening his eyes, trying to look for someone, anyone, who might help him. But all he can see is darkness all around him, and above him in the expanse of sky a single bright star, glittering in the blackness.
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      Nottinghamshire Police HQ

      Friday 10th April

      ‘Right, listen up, everyone. I’m going to run through where we’re at for those who weren’t here last night. This is a nasty one.’

      Detective Inspector Frank Graham puts his coffee mug down on the nearest desk and turns to the room, waiting for everyone to stop talking. When they do, he points to one of the photos on the board behind him, a headshot of a dark-haired, smiling man with a neat, short beard.

      ‘Jacob Bailey. Thirty-one years old. Teaches music at All Saints School. Found dead in Oak Park last night. His throat had been slashed ear to ear and he’d bled out before anyone spotted him lying there in the dark. A bloke out walking his dog called it in. Jacob was featured in the local newspaper recently. He was about quarter of the way through a charity running challenge. Fifty-two 10k events in fifty-two weeks. Due to run tomorrow’s race in Oak Park and was out on a short training run last night as per his habit, according to his partner. She was away for the night, staying at her mother’s. She’s on her way back as I speak. She’ll formally identify the body later.’

      He pauses, then taps a second photo, a gruesome close-up of a neck wound.

      ‘This. Any thoughts?’

      ‘Looks like a special forces thing,’ says a male voice, and Frank looks to his left, where Detective Sergeant Ibo Kamara is leaning against the wall.

      ‘Military technique, anyway. A very clean cut. They just tilt the head back, one long slash… If you know what you’re doing, your victim’s dead in about thirty seconds.’

      Someone grunts, and Frank looks at the photo again and nods. It was exactly what he’d been thinking himself.

      ‘Could be, yes. There was bruising to the spine and one leg too – probably a couple of blows to immobilise him before they did the deed. But it was definitely quick. No defensive wounds on him, nothing like that, apparently. Looks like he didn’t even get a chance to try to fight back. We’re looking for someone who knows what they’re doing, that’s for sure. Fast, efficient. But why, though? That’s the question. This wasn’t a robbery. He still had his phone on him, his ID, his door key, his headphones. So why would someone want to take out a music teacher? It’s early days, but from initial inquiries overnight and this morning, he seems clean as a whistle. No record, exemplary employee, into his health and fitness, not an illegal drug user… Nothing stands out so far. A decent guy busy raising thousands for charity. So again, I ask: why him? That’s what we need to find out.’

      ‘What’s this park like generally? For crime, I mean?’ asks another male officer. It’s Dean West, a recent transfer from West Midlands Police.

      ‘Sorry – still getting to know the place, sir,’ he adds.

      Frank gives him a thumbs-up sign.

      ‘No problem,’ he says. ‘I mean, it’s mostly OK, actually. Home of the Goose Fair – that’s a travelling funfair, around October time. Been coming every year for centuries. So called because back in the day it was mainly a livestock event and they sold a lot of geese, I guess.’

      There are smiles around the room.

      ‘Now it’s a local leisure amenity. Tennis courts, bowling green, playground, good for dog walking, the usual. Nice trees, decent paths, a few hills. You see a lot of runners there, our victim included. His home’s just a few streets away, in the Oak Fields area. So, to answer your question, no more anti-social behaviour than any other park, really. Certainly not a major mugging or druggie hotspot, although it covers a large area and there are one or two higher-crime neighbourhoods not far away. But I’d say it’s generally considered fairly safe, although like most big parks it’s not well lit at night, so, you know…’

      He shrugs, and Dean nods slowly.

      ‘You said he’d been in the paper recently?’ he says. ‘What about his social media? I mean, did he talk about where he runs? Could someone have known he was going to be there on Thursday night and followed him? If it wasn’t a random attack, obviously.’

      ‘One of our first jobs,’ says Frank. ‘We need to look at his social media, speak to his partner, his friends, his employer… This doesn’t feel random to me. It feels more like a hit, to be honest. In and out, quick and clean. I ask again: why?’

      ‘Anything to help us out at the scene, boss?’ asks a female officer.

      ‘It’s still sealed off, obviously, Kara. But so far, sod all. We should have more later today. No sign of the murder weapon as yet. He probably took it with him. No cameras in the area where the victim was found either, but we need to check footage from the park’s entrance and exit points – there are quite a few of them, unfortunately – and from those in surrounding streets. See if anything or anyone stands out. So let’s get cracking, see what we can dig up, and put out an appeal for witnesses. Oh…’

      He turns to the board again, pointing to another photo.

      ‘And one more little thing: not sure what the significance is, if any, but there was a sticker on his T-shirt. On his right shoulder. A small white one. With the number two on it in green, and a tick.’
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      Gloucestershire Police HQ

      Friday 10th April

      ‘Boss. You need to look at this.’

      DI Livvy Lacy looks up from her computer keyboard to see DS Noor McCarthy standing at her desk with a wide-eyed, anxious expression on her usually calm face. That alone would normally be enough to grab Livvy’s attention, but in addition Noor has a loose strand of hair falling across her cheek, apparently having escaped from her perfect low bun and so far, having gone unnoticed. Noor never has a hair out of place; something is definitely badly wrong.

      ‘What is it? Are you OK?’ Livvy asks.

      ‘I am, yes, but … listen to this. There was a murder in Nottingham last night. A runner, boss, in a park. Male, early thirties. I gave them a call, just in case, and … you won’t believe this. Look.’

      She’s clutching a piece of paper, and she drops it onto Livvy’s desk. It’s a printout of a photograph, and it looks familiar. Familiar, but different.

      ‘But that’s…’ she says.

      ‘I know,’ says Noor. ‘A sticker. We had a number one, this is a number two. Found on the shoulder of the victim’s T-shirt. It’s the same, boss. Identical. Apart from the number. One, tick, on ours. And now two, tick.’

      ‘Shit,’ whispers Livvy.

      She stares at the photo, the small white square, streaked with what looks like blood. The green number. And there it is, back again, that feeling deep in her gut, a ripple of unease, a sense of being on the precipice of something dark and menacing. She looks up and meets Noor’s eye.

      For a few moments neither of them speaks, then Noor says, ‘It’s a calling card, isn’t it? Nobody outside the team here knows about the sticker on Victoria Dunn’s body. Nottinghamshire were gobsmacked. They’d been of the view their sticker might just have been acquired randomly too. Not anymore. It must mean Victoria’s death wasn’t just accidental after all. And it must be the same killer, right?’

      ‘It would certainly be a massive coincidence otherwise,’ replies Livvy, slowly.

      She leans back in her chair, her gaze returning to the photograph.

      Bloody hell, she thinks. Two runners. Both killed while out running, both in parks. Someone ticking them off. Christ.

      A wave of nausea sweeps over her. Runners. Doug had been a runner. Not a fanatical one, not like some people. He’d never entered a race, not even the local community 5km. That wasn’t his thing. He just did it for himself, he always said. To clear his head, to get some fresh air after a long day indoors. He’d been an optician; they met when Livvy popped into the shop he worked in to try on sunglasses, and he’d been hanging around between appointments and ended up helping her choose. They were married less than a year later, and he’d died just over a year after that. While out on a run. A car driven by, it later emerged, a young and very drunk driver, skidded around a corner and mounted the pavement, pinning Doug against a wall and crushing him to death almost instantly.

      And now, it seems somebody has killed two runners. Not an accident. Not even a reckless, stupid, wildly inconsiderate act like drink driving. Murder.

      Livvy looks up again.

      ‘This changes everything,’ she says. ‘There must be a connection between our victim and theirs. It explains that weird peanut dust, and the quantity of it. Someone wanted to make sure Victoria died. Someone who knew about her allergy. How did the Nottingham victim die?’

      ‘His throat was cut,’ says Noor. ‘Totally different. But yes, I agree. Those stickers … there must be a link.’

      She still feels a little sick, but Livvy’s also starting to feel that undercurrent now, that slowly building rush she always gets when she realises a case is going to be a big one. Energy begins to surge through her as thoughts collide in her head. She’d initially tried to keep an open mind about the death of Victoria Dunn, undecided if it was just terrible bad luck or something more sinister. The woman’s husband, Tim, had said that although she kept her EpiPen on her person whenever practical, she’d never thought that running a quick, open-air, five kilometres in her local park posed any significant risk, which did seem logical; the chances of coming into contact with many peanuts on such an outing seemed vanishingly small. The pen, he told them, was generally left in her bag at the finish line. On this occasion, he’d been there with her and so the bag had been with him, and he was beating himself up, utterly distraught that he hadn’t managed to get it to her in time to save her life. He’d also said that while close friends, family and work colleagues knew about his wife’s allergy, it wasn’t something she tended to broadcast online, a claim which tallied with her social media posts, amongst which the investigation unearthed no mention whatsoever of allergies or anaphylaxis. She did, however, post a weekly 5km update, complete with location and photo, which had made Noor roll her eyes.

      ‘So many people do that,’ she said. ‘It’s a stalker’s dream. “I’m here every week, same time, same place, this is what I look like…” For goodness’ sake!’

      Is that what happened? Livvy thinks now. Someone wanted to kill her, and she made it very easy for them to find her? They must have known her, though, that’s for sure. Known about what would kill her. But a woman of her age … she could have told any number of people about her allergy over the years. If you had such a serious condition, you’d make sure everyone at every meeting you ever went to knew, just in case. Every conference, every social event, every dinner party. Every ex-boyfriend … the list goes on and on. Hundreds, thousands of people could have known about it. Where do you even start?

      Livvy had started to feel on edge when the full forensics report came back from the lab yesterday. The first red flag had been the fact there’d been no useful DNA results whatsoever from the peanut dust all over Victoria’s face and clothing. Multiple people – other runners, paramedics – had of course touched her after her collapse, trying to help, and so most of the dust was contaminated with multiple DNA profiles. But the pathologist, Beth, had isolated a small quantity that had lodged itself inside one of Victoria’s ears, figuring in that location it was fairly unlikely to have come into contact with anyone else, and tests on that had shown only the victim’s DNA to be present.

      ‘So I can’t really work out how it got onto her,’ she said. ‘If the peanut dust had been inside someone’s mouth, as we hypothesised, there should be plenty of DNA on it. In my view, it makes it much less likely it was an accidental transfer. Maybe they threw it at her, while wearing gloves, possibly? I don’t know. Odd one. And no fingerprints at all on that white sticker either.’

      So, possibly a deliberate act after all, they’d concluded at that point, but Livvy and her team have been struggling to find any leads whatsoever. They’ve interviewed numerous other runners, and put out their appeal for witnesses, but as yet no one’s come forward to say they saw anyone acting suspiciously around the victim or indeed at any other point during the event. There aren’t any CCTV cameras in the area of Bishop’s Gardens where Victoria died, but so far, there’s been nothing to ring alarm bells on any footage from anywhere nearby either, or on the few photos and video clips handed over by other runners. Plus, no sign of anyone wearing gloves; probably unsurprising, given the pleasant sunshine on Saturday morning. And yet it appears that somehow someone quickly and incredibly discreetly sprayed the poor woman with a large quantity of something they knew was likely to kill her, or at least cause her serious harm, managing to prevent any contamination with their own DNA in the process, and then simply melted away into the crowd of runners again.

      ‘How did nobody notice?’ somebody asked, when they’d discussed it. ‘I mean, there were hundreds of runners there, right?’

      ‘I’ve done a few of those runs in the park,’ Noor said. ‘And everyone’s sort of focused, you know? Looking ahead of them, not really at each other. And, yes, you might think that people running behind the victim might have noticed something. But it was on the second lap, and the field spreads out quite a bit by that point, and the path she collapsed on was really twisty-turny. If the attacker picked their moment, and waited until they were on a bendy bit, with nobody directly behind them … it would only have taken a few seconds. I can kind of see how they got away with nobody noticing, to be honest.’

      So far, the investigation has a grand total of pretty much nothing. But now … this news from Nottingham is a game-changer.

      Livvy stands up.

      ‘Right. This is now officially a murder investigation,’ she says. ‘We need to speak to the Nottingham team properly. Noor, can you organise that, pronto?’

      Noor nods, turns to walk away, then pauses and swivels back to face Livvy again.

      ‘I kind of hate to say this but … those stickers. Do you think there’ll be a third now, boss? Or more, even? Because, if it was me, and I was just going to kill two people, I probably wouldn’t bother ticking them off like that. But if I was planning to carry on…’

      Livvy feels her stomach clench. She’s been thinking the very same thing herself, ever since Noor put that photo on her desk.

      ‘Don’t,’ she says. ‘Just don’t.’

    

  


  
    
      Instagram

      Saturday 11th April

      
        
        @runwithfizz

        Followers: 222,650

      

        

      
        OK, this is getting scary. First: last Saturday the running community was shocked to hear about the death of a young woman, Victoria Dunn, at the Cheltenham park 5km, a death which was first thought to be accidental and now is said to be suspicious. Second: the terrible news from Nottingham that @run4bailey, who I’ve followed here on Insta for the past few months, was murdered while out on a training run on Thursday night. Jacob was a great guy who was using his running to do big things for charity, and I’m devastated at his loss. Not sure what’s going on out there – is there something we need to know? Please stay safe, guys.

        #runningcommunity #saferunning #runningsafetyawareness #restinpeace
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      Nottingham

      Saturday 11th April

      
        
        11am

      

      

      Chelsea Langham looks like she’s been crying all night, which she probably has. She’s a petite redhead dressed in a massively oversized blue sweatshirt and baggy jeans, her grey eyes swollen, red-rimmed and bloodshot. As Livvy sits down on the edge of the armchair opposite the sofa Chelsea’s curled up on, she watches her pull the sleeves of the sweatshirt down over her pale, thin hands and realises it probably belonged to her late boyfriend, Jacob Bailey, and the poor woman’s wearing it as some sort of comfort blanket.

      ‘How are you bearing up?’ she asks gently, as Noor walks into the room, carrying a small wooden tray with three mugs balanced on it.

      ‘Tea,’ Noor says.

      ‘Thanks.’

      Livvy picks up the nearest mug.

      ‘Here you go, Miss Langham. I don’t know why, but tea always helps. Just a tiny bit, but it does.’

      Chelsea reaches for the mug, managing a weak smile.

      ‘Just call me Chelsea,’ she says. ‘Miss Langham makes me feel ancient. And I feel sick, all the time, to answer your question. I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, I just can’t … I can’t get my head round this. I can’t believe he’s … dead. How? How can he be dead?’

      That’s what we intend to find out, Livvy thinks.

      In the past twenty-four hours the investigation – now codenamed Operation Redpool – has rapidly moved into a new gear. Now that two regional police forces are involved, more officers have been assigned to each case. Gloucestershire and Nottinghamshire have agreed to share information in what’s now a major joint murder investigation, with Livvy and Noor leading the operation as finders of the first body. They drove to Nottingham early this morning, stopping at the city’s police headquarters for a quick briefing first. The local SIO, DI Frank Graham, told them he’d met the distraught girlfriend of the second victim last night, after she got back from a trip to her mother’s home in Oxford. Her sister, younger by a couple of years, apparently came with her, moving in for a few days to take care of her in her grief; she’s not here at the moment, having nipped out to the supermarket to stock up on supplies. Her name, Frank informed them, is Crystal, which didn’t strike Livvy as anything out of the ordinary until Noor commented drily:

      ‘The parents must be into footie, then.’

      ‘Huh?’ Livvy had been bemused.

      ‘Chelsea and Crystal. Chelsea? Crystal Palace? Do you reckon they’ve a brother called Leyton? Or Preston?’

      ‘Very witty,’ Livvy had retorted, as Frank’s lips twitched. ‘And … maybe. But do not ask them, OK?’

      Frank had told them Chelsea had seemed numb, almost robotic, last night, clearly in deep shock. Today, the reality of her loss appears to be sinking in, and now she drops her head into her hands, her shoulders shaking as she sobs.

      Livvy waits patiently, telling her to take her time, that there’s no hurry. They already have all the basic background information they need. Jacob was born in Stockport, Greater Manchester. No siblings, dad an English teacher, mum a social worker. Music degree from Manchester University, then a postgraduate teaching qualification. Moved around a bit up north and then settled in Nottingham a couple of years ago. Taught music at All Saints, a local secondary school. Chelsea, a supply teacher, met him when she covered maternity leave for one of his colleagues eighteen months ago. They decided to live together not long after Christmas and she moved into his house, the neat, two-bed terrace in which they’re currently sitting, in the leafy suburb of Oak Fields. They’d talked about marriage, about children. He was into his running and enjoyed DIY. She doesn’t run, preferring yoga.

      ‘I know you spoke to some officers last night, but are you feeling up to answering a few more questions, Chelsea?’ Livvy asks now. The sobbing has eased a little, and the woman’s sitting upright again, reaching for a tissue from the box balanced on the arm of the sofa and dabbing at her face.

      ‘OK,’ she says. ‘Will it take long? Jacob’s parents are arriving in a bit and I haven’t even had a shower today yet. God knows what state they’ll be in. They were told the police want to interview them too?’

      Livvy nods.

      ‘Standard procedure,’ she says
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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