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Stave One


Abigail closed her laptop. It was dead again. There was no question it was permanent this time. IT would have to sort her a new one immediately. She picked the machine up, balancing it in her hands. It wouldn’t take much effort to throw it against the wall. Raising it to head height, she took aim then frowned when there was a tap on the door. She put it down. ‘Come in.’


Sophie Turner, her key researcher and reporter, waddled slightly as she entered. She wasn’t really large enough to waddle at seven months pregnant. In fact she was still barely showing. Sophie must be using the sway to gain sympathy.


‘Abigail, sorry to break this to you so late, but I’ve just come back from the doctors.’ She stopped and Abigail drew her brows together. She wasn’t going to like what came next.


‘I’ve been forbidden to fly. So I won’t be able to go to England tomorrow and complete filming on the last segment.’


Abigail’s mouth flattened into a straight line. To think she once thought Sophie had promise, but here she was letting her personal life get in the way of her career. Picking up a pencil she placed it between her fingers and considered snapping it in half. It would reveal how she really felt about this. Instead she forced her expression into something akin to smile and said, ‘Of course I understand that you can’t take the assignment, Sophie. Doctor’s orders and all that.’ She swiftly read over the official-looking letter that Sophie passed her.


‘I knew you’d understand.’ Sophie glanced out the window behind Abigail. Her body was still tense.


‘Of course.’ Abigail drummed her fingers on her desk. ‘Any suggestions on who can take this on?’


Sophie shook her head. ‘Unfortunately none this close to the holidays.’ She bit her lip. ‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t plan this pregnancy, although Tim and I are thrilled.’


‘I’m sure.’ Abigail twirled her pencil. Sophie was brilliant at what she did, but, and it was a big but, it reminded Abigail why she didn’t want a married woman on her team. Pregnancy and childcare ruined the best-laid plans. Now, just weeks before this project was due for completion, she had her top reporter with a baby on the way and doctor’s orders not to fly because of a low-lying placenta. Happy bloody Christmas one and all.


‘You’re from Cornwall.’ Sophie smiled, relaxing a little as she warmed to the topic. ‘Maybe you could film the last segment and visit some family over the holidays. I can’t you tell how upset Tim and I are not to be going. We were going to spend the holidays with my best friend, Jude, who lives there now.’


‘I remember.’ That had been the start of the whole thing. Sophie’s flipping enthusiasm for Cornwall after a visit to her friend Jude last Christmas for her wedding. Fool. Abigail glanced up from her diary, reminding herself that normally Sophie had a brain and quite a good one. Clearly pregnancy hormones had already stolen it. When this whole project had been raised, Abigail had made clear that although she thought it was a good idea to make a programme on vanishing cultures there was no way she would be involved with the section being filmed in Cornwall.


Of course midway through December with everyone on the production team booked for the holidays, Abigail was faced with going to the one place she had sworn she would never set foot in again. She hadn’t been there in seven years since the last battle with her Aunt Teresa. Abigail supposed she should be pleased that she had held out until she was twenty-seven before she made a pact with the devil.


Her eyes narrowed. Sophie had suggested this segment to the MD, Trevor, and he, of course, being a Brit too, knew that Abigail was Cornish. He had always sensed her weak spot and knew that she hated the place. The sod was no doubt laughing his head off on the ski slopes of Vail.


Sophie remained in front of Abigail with her hand resting on her abdomen. Didn’t she know that the sprog inside her was the end of her career? But Abigail could tell from her serenely smiling face that Sophie didn’t care.


‘I can see only one solution to this. You’ll have to man the office and I will have to go.’


Sophie nodded. ‘You’ll have a wonderful time.’


‘Send me the script, the research, your itinerary and the name of the cameraman.’


‘Oh, yes, we have hired someone local who comes highly recommended.’


Abigail rolled her eyes. Local and recommended didn’t belong in the same sentence. Anyone with any intelligence or ambition got the hell out of Dodge and never returned. As far as Abigail was concerned Cornwall was for the nearly dead and the inbred.


‘Can you have the travel agent change the flights and the rental car bookings while I make arrangements for Ginge?’


‘Sure, and again I’m so sorry and if you can’t get anyone to cat-sit I’m sure Tim can pop in and feed him. I’m not allowed to go near cats because of toxoplasmosis.’


Abigail sighed. There was no way she would let Tim anywhere near Ginge. If Becky, the teenager from down the road, couldn’t look after Ginge then she just wouldn’t go and they could do without this segment of the programme. Who the hell cared about Cornwall and its role in saving Christmas carols? Cornwall, the Duchy that Saved Christmas…really? Even as a working title it was crap. Plus she just didn’t see the segment’s appeal to the American populace. But Trevor had overruled her and since he was the one who secured the funding he made the decisions, the bastard.


Just this morning she was planning a peaceful holiday at home and now she had almost finished packing for her flight tonight. Abigail picked up her passport, flipping through it until she reached the photo page. It wasn’t a bad photograph but then she’d been five years younger. She looked in the mirror and touched the bags that had taken up permanent residence under her eyes now – nothing that the red eye flight wouldn’t add to.


Place of birth: Truro. Her passport didn’t say that it wasn’t in the hospital but in the car on the A390 at rush hour. She had made everyone angry from the start of her life. The tailback went to the A30. It had been Christmas Eve and everyone was desperate to get home. Yet she was called Abigail because she was her father’s joy. Her parents had thought they couldn’t have any more children. There was a ten-year gap between Abigail and her sister, Jaks.


She snapped the page shut and placed her passport in her bag. Ginge sat with his tail wrapped around his legs, his eyes unblinking. When she looked away she saw his stealth-move towards her carry-on bag. She smiled as she imagined the customs official’s reaction at the other end when a hissing spitting kitty emerged. ‘Why, officer, I have no idea how he could have gotten in there?’


Stroking his head, she scooped him up and nestled him under her chin. ‘It won’t be long, I promise, and Becky will feed you shrimp on Christmas Day.’


Walking into the kitchen still holding Ginge, she opened a cupboard and pulled out a packet of treats. For once she wouldn’t worry about his waistline and would feed him his favourite thing aside from shrimp. He was a cat with the most refined taste. She’d even caught him lapping out of her champagne glass one New Year’s Eve as they had watched the ball drop in Times Square on television. She would miss him while she stood in freezing churches listening to choirs sing hymns that she didn’t want to hear and didn’t believe in any more.


Leaving him happily eating she returned to the bedroom, threw in another cashmere sweater and zipped up her case. Boston may be colder than Cornwall but the Duchy wasn’t as well insulated.


The doorbell rang and Abigail checked to make sure it wasn’t the taxi. It was Becky. The gawky teen stood shifting from one foot to the other. Abigail buzzed her in then opened the apartment door.


‘Hi,’ said Becky, immediately turning from Abigail to scratch Ginge’s head. The girl would go far. She had her priorities right.


‘Thanks for doing this on such short notice.’ Abigail picked up the spare keys and an envelope containing money.


‘I always love looking after Ginge and it means I can escape the insanity of my family for a proper reason.’ Becky glanced up.


‘Right.’ Abigail turned away. She knew that Becky came from a large gregarious family down the road. Abigail did everything in her power to avoid them at all costs so she wasn’t surprised that Becky did the same. ‘Here are the keys, you know the alarm code, there’s extra money for some treats for Ginge.’ She handed the envelope to Becky. ‘If I should be delayed for any reason, I’ll be in touch.’


‘No worries.’ Becky looked at her briefly. ‘Have a merr…’ she paused, ‘productive trip.’


‘Thank you.’ Abigail heard the taxi on the street. She cuddled Ginge, picked up her bag and left.


Bright lights and tinsel adorned the terminal. Abigail scowled, she was glad she had demanded that she fly business class. Trevor had agreed, chuckling the whole time they spoke. She could have murdered him. She, after all, was giving up her quiet Christmas at home to travel to hell. And the first stage of Dante’s Inferno was Logan Airport adorned for the holiday and filled with seemingly happy families who were anything but. Everywhere she turned there was a squalling brat with snot running down its face or a teenager with headphones on ignoring their parents.


Queues of people snaked around the terminal and she pulled her bag to the business class line with relief. There were only a few disgruntled travellers in front of her. She flicked through the emails on her phone, which were few as it was clear everyone had skived off early because of how Christmas fell this year. Outside, snow was falling. Maybe it wasn’t a bad idea to escape New England when it went crazy for the holidays. Every weatherman was forecasting a seventy per cent chance of a white Christmas. At least in Cornwall Christmas would be appropriately bleak and wet. Whoever wrote In The Bleak Midwinter must have had Cornwall in mind. Frosty wind made moan…


Stepping up to the counter, she handed over her passport without a word. How could the man behind it take himself seriously? He was wearing a green hat with elf ears and a badge that said ‘Jiggle if you’re merry’. Seriously, what had happened to appropriate attire and pride? The world had slipped too far down the road of happy holidays and crappy service.


‘Could anyone have put anything into your bags without you knowing?’


She raised an eyebrow. How could she believe him a professional when he was dressed like an elf with adult acne? ‘No.’ But then she thought of the way Ginge had been loitering around her suitcase nuzzling it, trying to make sure that any other tomcat would know that this was his territory. He may well have dropped a half-chewed cat treat into it while she grabbed her make-up out of the bathroom.


‘Is London your final destination?’


She nodded, lying. If it was simply London, all would be fine. London was a fabulous city and she would still be there now except that this job had proved to be just what she had always wanted. Well, not quite. She wanted Trevor’s job and in another few years she knew it would be hers. And if not his job then she’d find something similar, maybe in L.A. From there it was then on to having her own production company and then she wouldn’t be stuck filming shitty little segments in quaint ol’ Cornwall. Sure, it was beautiful in places, even she could remember the beauty, just, but it was the one place on earth she never wanted to see again.. And why had Sophie remembered a passing comment she’d made in Sophie’s earshot years ago at a Christmas party about some old geezer in Cornwall saving Christmas carols in the 1800s? She had been drunk. Of course she had been, because how else was she to get through an office party celebrating this wretched time of year? Now she made excuses and never attended them.


He handed back her passport with her boarding card. ‘Happy Holidays.’


Abigail glared at him but didn’t say bah humbug, although it was tempting. ‘Happy Holidays’ indeed. Hanukkah had been two weeks ago, Diwali ages ago and gosh, wasn’t there something called a winter festival for those who thought religion was crap but still wanted a jolly? If you wanted the festivals and the songs then stuff it up and be religious, she thought. If you didn’t want the god or gods then forget the freaking celebrations and nonsense. She glared at the man. She grabbed her briefcase and walked to security where she knew she would find people as grumpy as she was.


Scoping out the various queues, Abigail tried to avoid the kids and the grannies and went for the one with the most obvious business travellers. They knew how it was done and didn’t stand to chat. They just got on with it. She turned left and hoped for the best. The X-ray machine to her right had two pushchairs and a family of what looked like ten but could have been more. Had they no self-control? She turned away and extracted her new computer from her bag and slipped off her belt. There were only two people in front of her now.


‘Excuse me.’


Abigail ignored the voice, but checked to make sure she hadn’t dropped anything.


‘Excuse me.’ The voice was louder but Abigail stepped forward towards the conveyor belt. Only two men stood in front of her. She could be through this particular torture in no time and sitting quietly in the lounge away from the maddening crowds deranged with holiday joy.


She felt a hand on her shoulder and brushed it off.


‘Look, I have to get through security. I’m going to miss my flight.’


‘So?’ Abigail looked at the man.


‘I need to go in front of you and these men if they will let me.’ He waved his boarding card around.


‘Sure, mate, go ahead,’ said one of the men.


‘That’s fine,’ said the other.


‘No,’ said Abigail. ‘It’s not my problem.’ She turned away from them.


‘What the…’ He tried to push past her but she spread her bag to one side and her person to the other.


‘You bitch. I’m going to miss my flight.’


She shrugged. ‘You should have the left the Christmas party a bit earlier.’ He reeked of booze. He tried to go around her again and the man at the front said, ‘Look it’s Christmas. Lady, you go first then he can go after you.’ He waved her to the front. She said nothing but quickly went through security with a look of quiet triumph on her face.


Finally on the plane and away from the madness of the terminal, Abigail settled in her window seat. The stewardess who handed Abigail a glass of champagne should have retired twenty years ago from the grimace permanently etched on her face. The woman had clearly given up on the idea that service was important. Bubbles tickled Abigail’s nose and the memory of her first glass of champagne came to mind. She frowned. It must have been the jolly prattle from the captain about the joyous season. Christmas hadn’t been a joyous season in a very long time. Someone’s phone rang chiming ‘Ding Dong Merrily on High’. If they didn’t hang up Abigail was going to ding-dong them. She wanted to finish this champagne in peace and get the bed flat as soon as they were in the air, but her neighbour clearly had other ideas as he chattered on with the flight attendant.


Knocking back the drink, she reached over the man and handed the empty glass to the stewardess who should be checking seatbelts by this stage, not flirting with a man who was half her age. The woman took the glass without a glance and continued chatting until the safety video came on. By then Abigail was grinding her teeth. This overnight, which was a big exaggeration as no one called a flying time of five and a half hours sufficient for much more than a long nap, would only be bearable if she took a sleeping tablet and passed out. She didn’t want the next ten days to happen but they were going to. The best she could make of it was a job done well and fast. The latter was going to be the difficulty unless Cornwall had moved forward into this century in the last few years. It had always moved at a pace slower than a garden snail. Bizarrely, most people thought this was a good thing.
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