
    
      
        


    


THE DEADLINE

A Cora Baxter Mystery

––––––––

Jackie Kabler

Cora Baxter is back – and this time, she's facing the most important deadline of her career...

When TV reporter Cora Baxter attends the scene of a murder in a London park, she's horrified to discover the victim is someone she knows – and devastated when one of her best friends is charged with the crime. Suddenly the fun-filled life of Cora and her eccentric camera crew takes a darker turn. 

Cora is convinced that her friend is innocent, but with seemingly solid evidence, the police investigation team – reluctantly led by Cora's boyfriend DCI Adam Bradberry – believe the case is closed. With a trail of clues that leads all the way to New York, can Cora find out the truth before the trial begins – or is it already too late?

The Deadline is the second in the hugely popular Cora Baxter Mysteries series by acclaimed broadcaster Jackie Kabler.
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Monday 6th May

‘You stuck your what to your WHAT?’ 

Incredulity in her voice, senior producer Samantha Tindall stared at Cora Baxter, who had her jacket on, ready to leave the newsroom after her early morning shift in the studio.

‘Errr ... my finger. To my handbag.’ Cora looked sheepish. 

Sam plonked herself down in her chair and ran her fingers through her wavy, caramel-coloured bob, a frown creasing her pretty face. 

‘OK, you’re going to have to explain further. You left the studio between the seven thirty and eight o’clock bulletins and, instead of grabbing a cup of tea and a make-up touch-up like you normally do, you ... you glued your finger to your own handbag?’

Cora sat down too. ‘Yes, Sam, I did. Accidentally, obviously. That’s why I had to keep my right hand out of shot during the eight o’clock news. Because it had a handbag dangling from it. It was quite uncomfortable, as you can imagine ...’

‘Yes, I bloody well can imagine!’ Sam exploded, her exasperation making her sound even more Scottish than usual. ‘But why? How? What on earth were you doing?’

She sounded infuriated, but a grin was creeping across her face. There were sniggers coming from nearby desks now too, as researchers and producers within earshot took a break from working on tomorrow’s Morning Live show to enjoy the bizarre conversation between their senior producer and newsreader. 

Cora grinned too, relieved that Sam was seeing the funny side – that wasn’t always the case when it came to Cora’s occasional on-air blunders. At work, the breakfast show producer was technically above her in the pecking order, but outside work they were the closest of friends, and it seemed that Sam was in a lenient mood today. 

‘I was trying to repair my earring. A stone fell out of it when I was putting it on this morning, and I had some of that super-strong glue in my drawer. It fixed the earring brilliantly, but I must have got a bit on my hand without noticing because when I picked up my bag, well ...’

She rubbed ruefully at a red mark on her finger. 

‘Got it off then, I see.’ Sam rolled her eyes.

‘Yeah. Sherry in make-up had some solvent stuff. All is well. Sorry.’

‘You’re such a numpty. Don’t worry, I don’t think anyone at home would have noticed. Don’t think Betsy did either, so I reckon you’re safe.’ 

Cora’s pale green eyes followed Sam’s towards the glass-walled corner office at the end of the long newsroom, but the door was closed and the blinds down. 

‘Phew.’ Cora smiled. She got on well with Betsy, their relatively new boss, but she was even more passionate than Sam was about the show being perfect – a newsreader going on air with a bag glued to her hand might not go down terribly well. 

‘Anyway, why haven’t you gone home yet? Isn’t your shift over?’

‘Wanted to see your latest delivery.’ Cora leaned across the desk. ‘You’ve got a secret admirer, you’ve got a secret admirer!’ she chanted, then ducked as Sam threw a bread roll at her.

‘How old are you, five?’

But Sam was smiling broadly too. She buried her nose in the exquisite bouquet of pink peonies and white roses that had been delivered earlier to the Morning Live news desk, then looked again at the typewritten card nestling amongst the fragrant blooms. 

‘Because you’re wonderful.’ 

‘Well, whoever it is, they need a psych test,’ she said wryly, then sneezed violently. She pushed the posy aside, fumbled in her pocket for a tissue and blew her nose loudly. 

‘Hay fever or the newsroom cold?’ asked Cora. 

Sam shrugged. ‘Bit of both probably. Whoever bought these obviously doesn’t know that flowers and me don’t really go together. Although they are very pretty.’

‘Well, if your lovely boyfriend is still insisting it’s not him, I think it’s rather fabulous to have a mystery man sending you things. Chocolates last week and now flowers. I wouldn’t be complaining! And it’ll keep Marcus on his toes.’

‘True. Although as I told you, I honestly think he’s about to propose anyway, keeps hinting ...’

Sam was interrupted by her phone trilling. She grabbed it.

‘Sam Tindall. Oh, Greg, finally!’

She gave the thumbs up sign to Cora, who nodded in acknowledgement and stood up. Sam had been trying to get hold of Europe correspondent Greg Winters for the past hour to assign him to a complicated German political story and, knowing how many questions he usually asked, Cora knew it was unlikely to be a brief chat. 

She yawned and started gathering her things together, then picked up the bread roll Sam had tossed at her and lobbed it back across the desk, hitting her friend squarely in the chest. The producer didn’t even pause her conversation, simply grimacing and shaking her spare fist at Cora, who laughed and turned away. Then she jumped as Betsy Allan’s voice carried across the newsroom. 

‘If only the public could see the antics of our esteemed newsreader, Miss Baxter. A food fight? With our top producer? What would our viewers think?’

Cora blushed, but Betsy was beaming. Relieved, Cora smiled back, and crossed the room to where the programme editor had just emerged from her office, hoping fervently that there’d be no questions about glue or handbags when she got there. Tall and elegant, with an impossibly bouncy, curly, blonde bob, Betsy had been the TV breakfast show’s editor for just over nine months, but had been an instant hit with the staff, partly on her own merits and partly because of the stark contrast between her and the show’s previous editor, Jeanette Kendrick. The deeply unpopular Jeanette had been murdered about a year and a half ago, and it had taken Morning Live’s executive team a while to replace her. In the interim, Sam had stood in as temporary editor, and was now very much Betsy’s right-hand woman. The new editor had even introduced serial dater Sam to Marcus, a move which had proved so successful that Sam had finally taken herself off the numerous dating websites she’d frequented for years. Now, just eight months after they’d first met, the couple were in loved-up bliss with Sam convinced a proposal was imminent. 

‘Sorry, Betsy – just teasing her about another delivery from her mysterious suitor. Flowers today!’

Betsy looked across at the news desk, where Sam was still engrossed in her phone call, and raised her eyebrows.

‘Popular girl, isn’t she! Wonder who’s sending them? Poor Marcus is absolutely besotted, you know. I’ve known him for years, but I’ve never seen him like this before. It’s very sweet.’

Cora nodded. ‘She’s crazy about him too. I’m delighted for them, I really am.’

‘Everything all right with you? Still dating that hunky policeman?’

Cora nodded again, unable to suppress a big grin. ‘Yep. And now that I’m in London three days a week on a regular basis, I’m staying at his place instead of in hotels like I used to. It’s nice.’

‘I bet it is. See you tomorrow Cora, have a nice afternoon – enjoy what’s left of the Bank Holiday.’

‘You too, Betsy.’

Cora shifted her heavy leather bag onto her shoulder and headed for the door, then stopped as she spotted the fiery red Irish curls of Wendy Heggerty at a desk in the far corner of the room. Along with Sam, the graphics designer was one of her closest friends at work, and the three of them were long overdue a proper night out.

‘Oi, Wend!’

Wendy looked up and waved. ‘Come over!’

Cora weaved her way between the tightly crammed desks where producers, runners and forward planners were industriously putting together the rest of the week’s shows, smirked as she overheard a snippet of conversation about “the new trend for vagina facials” and reached the corner where Wendy was talking through some graphics ideas with the programme’s new on-air medical expert, Dr Miranda Evans. 

‘Women do get nervous about how the menopause will affect them, and I don’t want to frighten them, just educate them,’ Miranda was saying thoughtfully. ‘So I think that’s perfect. Thanks, Wendy.’

‘That’s what I’m here for,’ said Wendy, then turned to Cora. ‘Hey, you!’

‘Hi. Hi, Miranda!’ 

‘Nice to see you, Cora. Got to love working a Bank Holiday, eh! Look – I have another meeting now, but let’s have a coffee sometime. Soon?’

‘No such thing as a Bank Holiday in breakfast telly land, sadly! But as for that coffee – definitely.’ 

Cora smiled as the TV doctor marched off. ‘She’s nice, isn’t she?’ Cora said, perching on the edge of the doctor’s vacated chair.

Wendy nodded. ‘She is. I’m still getting to know her, but I like her, and Sam’s really pally with her. You OK?’

‘Very. But we need a girlie night out, it’s been ages. Will you and Sam put some dates together, see if we can organise something in the next couple of weeks? Maybe we should invite Miranda too, if Sam likes her so much?’

‘Sounds like a plan. You finished for the day, part-timer?’

Cora punched her friend gently on the arm and stood up again. 

‘Cheek. It’s nearly two o’clock and I’ve been in since before 4 a.m. And Alice is coming round at four, so I need to run. See you tomorrow, dwarfy.’

‘See you, lanky. And give Alice my love. Get her to come out with us too, give her a break from the baby?’

‘Good idea. I’ll ask her. See ya!’

She headed for the door again and entered the lift lobby, ready to play her usual game of lift lottery, which involved pressing the central call button and then quickly moving to stand in front of one of the three big elevators, crossing her fingers that she’d chosen the right one. It was a silly game she played with herself, but it kept her amused, and now she whooped quietly as the green light came on above the double doors of the left-hand lift, the one she’d chosen to position herself next to today. Her glee was short-lived however, as the doors slid open and she recoiled in fright. 

‘What the ...?’

Instead of a person, emerging from the shiny, mirrored interior of the lift was an enormous polar bear, black eyes gleaming, front paws with long claws held aloft as if about to pounce. 

‘Only me, don’t panic.’

The weathered face of Bob, one of the front-of-house security guards, suddenly appeared under the bear’s arm-pit.

‘Bob! You nearly gave me a heart attack! What on earth is that?’

Bob shoved the giant cuddly toy out of the lift and leaned on it, breathing heavily.

‘It’s bloody heavy, that’s what it is. Is it your friend Sam’s birthday or something? Second delivery of the day for her, this is.’

Cora stared at the bear, now noticing that a card decorated with small red glittery hearts hung from a pink ribbon around its neck. 

‘No, it’s not her birthday,’ she said slowly, reaching out to steady the swinging card and read the single line of text typed on it.

‘For somebody bear-y special.’ 

‘Well, someone’s very fond of the lass then. Killing my back, this is,’ Bob said grumpily, and he grabbed the bear under the armpits again and staggered off towards the newsroom, muttering under his breath about lazy delivery boys who dumped things in reception for him to deal with, even though he was nearly sixty-three and suffering from lumbago. 

Cora watched him go, not sure whether to be amused or a little concerned. Not about Bob – he was probably in better health than half of the cigarette-smoking, junk-food-eating, hard-drinking-staff in the newsroom. But all the gifts Sam was getting – that was a bit weird. Flowers and a huge and clearly very expensive cuddly toy, on the same day? 

Oh well, I’m sure whoever it is will reveal themselves, eventually, she thought, and pressed the lift button again, wishing she had time to hang around to see Sam’s face when the latest present appeared at her desk. Anyone who was close to Sam knew she hated soft toys – what on earth would she do with that one?
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Alice Lomas was laughing so hard that a tiny gobbet of spit had just exploded from her pink, glossy lips and landed on her five-month-old baby’s nose.

‘Oh Claudia, darling, I’m sorry! What a terrible mummy I am,’ she cooed, leaning down to the child’s pink designer floor recliner and wiping the offending blob away with the sleeve of her white silk shirt. Claudia gazed up at her mother with enormous, serious, cornflower blue eyes and then smiled a huge, toothless smile. Cora, who was refilling their mugs with Earl Grey, shook her head in amazement. 

‘Honestly, Alice, I have never known the mother of such a young baby to look so glamorous. You’re going to absolutely ruin that shirt, you know that, don’t you?’

‘Standards, Cora, standards. And I’d be less likely to ruin it if you didn’t keep telling me such ridiculous stories! I mean – a giant polar bear? For Sam? She will hate it!’

Alice snorted again, and Claudia, who was now chewing contentedly on a plastic monkey, looked up at her mother and then at Cora with a resigned expression.

‘Even your daughter despairs of you,’ Cora said, but there was affection in her voice. She still found it surprising that she and Alice were such good friends – once sworn enemies, their relationship had taken a dramatic turn after Jeanette was murdered. The trauma they had shared during the investigation had brought Cora and Alice together most unexpectedly, and now they even shared a job. Alice, once Morning Live’s main newsreader, and now a single mum, was doing just two days a week for now so she could concentrate on motherhood, with Cora covering the remaining three. She loved being in the studio Monday to Wednesday, but also adored the other two days of her working week, which she spent on the road as a roving reporter with her beloved camera crew. She and the three boys had been through a lot together over the years, but no matter how tough things were, they had never stopped laughing, and she knew the four of them would be friends for life. I’m so lucky, thought Cora, as she nibbled on a shortbread biscuit, watching with amusement as Alice dabbed dribble from her baby’s chin, this time with an immaculate white muslin cloth embroidered with a large, silver letter C. Claudia’s father was a taboo subject, but fortunately the little girl didn’t resemble him at all – she was a perfect miniature of her beautiful mother. 

‘Any idea who Sam’s mystery man might be? Bet Marcus isn’t very happy about it,’ Alice said, leaning back in her chair and tossing her perfectly styled, long blonde hair back over her shoulders.

‘I bet.’ Cora touched her own straight, brown shoulder-length bob self-consciously. She never felt as well-groomed as Alice. How on earth did the girl manage it? ‘He’s so in love with Sam. You know she’s convinced he’s about to pop the question?’

Alice nodded, her vivid blue eyes bright. ‘Yes, she said when we caught up last week. So – mystery man? Any ideas?’

Cora shrugged and took another sip of tea. 

‘Maybe. Remember that guy David, the one she had just started seeing a few weeks before she met Marcus?’ 

‘Vaguely. Worked in IT?’

‘That’s the one. Well, he was very, very keen on her, a bit over-keen really, considering they’d only had a few dates. She finished with him as soon as Betsy fixed her and Marcus up, and apparently he was quite upset. Rang and texted her repeatedly for a couple of weeks, telling her he was still available if it didn’t work out with Marcus. He stopped pretty quickly when she made it clear she wasn’t interested, but when I was chatting with her about the mystery gift-sender, he was the only possible she could think of.’

Alice frowned. ‘Suppose it could be. Bit odd to start sending her anonymous gifts months later, though. What would be the point?’

‘Dunno. Yes, definitely very peculiar. But hopefully if Marcus does propose, and they announce it publicly, whoever it is will get the message and stop sending her stuff.’

She grinned suddenly. ‘Ooh, Alice, I wonder when he might do it? I haven’t been to a wedding in ages, wouldn’t it be exciting!’

Alice bounced up and down on her chair. ‘Soooo exciting! Hope he hurries up. I could get Claudia the most divine Baby Dior dress, saw it online last night, pale pink jacquard with the cutest butterfly print – ooh, Cora, do you think Sam might ask Claudia to be a bridesmaid?’

‘She’s five months old! What use would she be as a bridesmaid, you nutter?’ 

They both laughed, and Claudia, who’d been watching them both closely, suddenly joined in, her deliciously infectious little baby giggles making Cora and Alice hoot even louder. It was with some surprise, a minute later, that Cora realised that her boyfriend Adam had materialised beside them, watching their mild hysteria with an amused expression in his deep green eyes.

‘Adam! I didn’t hear you come in! You’re early.’

‘Finally brought charges in that serious assault case, so we wrapped up early, seeing as it’s a Bank Holiday. Thought we could celebrate.’ He smiled and pulled a bottle of champagne out of the supermarket carrier bag he was holding.

‘Definitely! Better pop it in the fridge for a bit though.’

‘Will do.’ Adam bent down and kissed Cora’s lips gently, then leaned over to peck Alice on the cheek. 

‘Hello, Alice. Looking gorgeous as always.’

Alice smiled demurely. ‘Why thank you, officer. And on that note, I shall depart. Madam will need feeding soon. Speak to you later in the week, Cora. Thanks for the tea, and the giggles!’

Cora saw her friend and her baby to the door and waved them off, then returned to the kitchen where Adam had turned on Classic FM and was already chopping vegetables for tonight’s stir fry. He winked at her, and she grinned happily back, admiring his skill with the knife. Thank goodness she’d found a man who could cook, she thought for the hundredth time. Cora detested cooking, and was truly dreadful at it when she occasionally attempted anything more complicated than toast, a fact that Adam had quickly learned, but didn’t really mind. He found cooking relaxing, an escape from the stresses of his job, and was more than happy to take control of the kitchen. Looking forward to the evening ahead, short though it would have to be due to her 3 a.m. start, Cora stifled a yawn and perched on one of the four swivel stools at the breakfast bar, lazily flicking through her emails on her BlackBerry, enjoying the companionable silence. 

She’d met Detective Chief Inspector Adam Bradberry when he was investigating Jeanette’s murder and Cora had been assigned to cover the story for the breakfast show. Their relationship was now almost a year old and blossoming, with Cora now spending Mondays to Wednesdays with Adam in his Shepherd’s Bush home while she worked her breakfast news shifts, before returning to her own flat in Gloucestershire for the rest of her working week on the road. Their weekends off were divided between their two places, and Cora couldn’t remember a time when she’d been happier. All her friends had said it – Adam was good for her. Always a bit of a party girl, she had calmed down a lot in the past year. Although she still enjoyed a drink, she was now equally happy to stay in with Adam on a Saturday night, nursing a mug of tea and snuggling up in front of the television. She’d even taken up running, finding it cleared her head after a long stressful day at work – stress that she’d formerly handled by collapsing on the sofa with a large Sauvignon Blanc. 

Yes, Adam Bradberry was very good for her indeed, she thought now, as she slipped off her stool and moved towards him, wrapping her arms around his broad chest from behind and rubbing her nose on his neck, enjoying his musky scent. Adam paused halfway through chopping a red onion, turned and kissed her forehead.

‘Can I help you, Miss Baxter?’ he asked softly.

Cora snuggled her face into his neck, her voice muffled.

‘I was just wondering – after the yummy meal, and the champagne ... do you fancy celebrating your latest crime fighting success story with an early night, perchance?’ 

‘Perchance,’ said Adam, ‘that sounds like a very excellent idea.’
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Several hours later, in her flat on a leafy Chiswick street, Sam Tindall was feeling far from contented. The giant polar bear, which she’d grumpily crammed into her car and driven home, was standing in a corner of the living room, its little black eyes glinting in the light from the stainless steel chandelier overhead. She’d been pretty horrified when it had arrived at her desk, but Betsy had refused to let her leave it in the newsroom, and Bob had erupted when she’d suggested she might put the creature in the skip at the side of the building.

‘Samantha Tindall, that thing’s worth hundreds – I saw similar ones in Harrods at Christmas when I took the grandchildren shopping. Give it to charity if you don’t want it. The kids’ hospital or something. It’s not going in my skip!’

Feeling a little shamefaced, Sam had spent several minutes forcing the enormous toy into the rear of her red Ford Fiesta, and had driven home with one of its paws protruding annoyingly over the back of the passenger seat. Punching said paw every time she stopped at traffic lights meant a little of her exasperation had eased by the time she got to Chiswick, but now, with the usually calm and gentle Marcus standing there glaring at the giant bear, she was feeling increasingly stressed.

‘Sam, you must have some idea who’s sending you all this stuff. He’s spending a fortune on you. Nobody does that for a perfect stranger.’

He ran his fingers impatiently through his cropped dark hair, brown eyes narrowed in rare annoyance.

‘Marcus, why would I lie to you? I love you. You know that. There is nobody else, I wish it would stop too, it’s getting ridiculous now. I don’t even like soft toys.’

Marcus shook his head. ‘I love you too, Sam. I’m crazy about you. But you need to get to the bottom of this. If we’re going to make this, well, more permanent ...’ 

He paused for a moment, and Sam’s spirits lifted.

‘Then I need to be sure there’s no one else, no unfinished business. You understand, don’t you?’

‘Of course. But I don’t know what I can do, I honestly have no idea who’s sending it all. You need to trust me, Marcus. Or this is never going to work.’ 

They stared at each other for a moment, then Marcus turned around abruptly and reached for the jacket he’d slung onto the sofa when he’d arrived fifteen minutes earlier.

‘I’m going for a quick walk. Need to clear my head. Can’t think properly with that stupid thing looking at me.’ He looked at Sam and managed a small smile. 

She smiled back, but as the door closed behind him she felt a flash of irritation. She loved the man desperately, but he really was being unfair about this. She genuinely had no idea who was sending the gifts, and she didn’t really see why he was making such a big deal about it. It wasn’t her fault some saddo had become a bit obsessed with her, and if it didn’t bother her, why did it bother him so much?

Cross now, she stomped around the small apartment for a while, tidying away newspapers, opening her post and crossing the room every now and again to kick the polar bear hard. When it was lying on its back on the carpet, paws pathetically clawing the air, she looked at the wall clock and decided she could wait no longer. She picked up her mobile and dialled Marcus’s number. Straight to voicemail. Damn it. Was he ignoring her, screening his calls? Sam paused in her pacing, unsure what to do. It was after ten o’clock and he’d been gone for nearly an hour. He was probably either in the park down the road or walking along the river, she reasoned, two of their favourite local spots for a wander. She’d go out, find him, and have it out with him once and for all. This silly argument needed to be settled, and settled tonight. Pulling on one of the several old black hooded fleeces that always hung on the coat stand by the door, Sam grabbed her keys and headed out into the night.
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Tuesday 7th May

An insistent ringing sound jolted Cora out of a deep sleep. Groaning, she reached out and bashed the big shut-off button on the top of her alarm clock, but the ringing continued unabated. 

BRRRING. BRRRING.

She rolled over and nudged Adam in the back. 

‘Adam! Your phone,’ she hissed.

Adam grunted and, eyes still closed, groped around on his bedside table until he located his mobile. 

‘DCI Bradberry.’ His voice was thick with sleep. Cora glanced at the clock. Just before 2 a.m. Whatever this call was about, it was unlikely to be good news. Wide awake now, she listened to Adam’s end of the conversation, which consisted largely of ‘When?’, ‘Where?’ and then ‘On my way.’

He put the phone down and rolled across the bed towards her. ‘Sorry, darling. Body’s been found in a park. Got to get straight over there.’

Cora made her decision quickly. 

‘I’ll come with you. My alarm will be going off soon anyway and I might as well be the first reporter on the scene – it’ll be a good top story for the six o’clock news. I’ll call the desk, get the overnight crew to meet me there, then he can drop me back at the studio. OK with you?’

‘Fine.’ Adam was already up and pulling on his clothes. ‘You’ve got five minutes.’

Cora leapt out of bed, threw on a light cashmere jumper and jeans and ran to the bathroom to wash her face. Everything else could wait until she got to work, she thought, and she was already at the front door, jacket and bag in hand, when Adam appeared, jangling his car keys. 

As they sped through the dark, quiet streets, Cora rang the news desk and gave the night editor the location and few details she had gleaned from Adam – a body, clearly the victim of a violent attack, found in a wooded area of a small park, and reported by a homeless man who often sought shelter there but who tonight had found his sleeping area already occupied. Reassured that the overnight cameraman, Ted, was on his way, Cora sat back and enjoyed the ride, blue lights flashing on Adam’s unmarked car. 

‘Sam lives near here,’ she remarked, as they reached the familiar streets of Chiswick. 

Adam nodded, intent on reaching his destination, and a minute later he turned the car sharply left, manoeuvring it expertly through a narrow gateway, and cutting the engine. A black sign with white lettering welcomed them to Pope’s Meadow and politely requested that dogs be kept on their leads. Two Metropolitan Police cars were already parked on the grass to the right, and just beyond them a long strip of blue and white tape had been tied between two trees, marking the no-go area for civilians. 

‘Right – duty calls.’

Adam leaned across and pecked Cora on the cheek. ‘See you tonight. Have a good day. And stay behind the tape!’

‘I know, I know! I have covered a murder once or twice before, you know!’

But he was already out of earshot, marching across the grass to flash his ID at the police constable guarding the tape, and then disappearing into the darkness towards a clump of trees about a hundred metres away where a spotlight had been erected, bathing the area in an eerie yellow-green light. Nearby, the swing in a small children’s play area creaked softly as it moved back and forth in the light breeze, and even in the semi-darkness Cora could see that the hedges around the edges of the park were neatly clipped, the flower beds well maintained. A park which by day, no doubt, was full of Chiswick’s well-heeled parents and their happily shrieking children, with lunching office workers, joggers and dog walkers, was now a murder scene.

Grim, thought Cora, and then spotting Ted already setting up his camera next to one of the marked cars, she pulled on her jacket and went over to brief him as fully as she could. Then, leaving him to shoot his pictures, she looked around for someone to interview. In a little huddle of police officers to her left, she spotted a bedraggled man of around fifty, in a filthy duffel coat, grimy-looking jeans and tatty trainers. The homeless man, who had called in the murder? Cora edged closer until she could hear the conversation, the man’s voice urgent and guttural. 

‘Head stoved in, stoved right in. So much blood. Blood everywhere. Right there, where I usually sleep. Nice and dry it is, in there. Good shelter. Can’t ever go back there now, can I? ’Orrible, it was. Gonna give me nightmares for ever. Been on these streets for years and never saw nothin’ like that. It’s a nice area, round ’ere. ’Orrible. Bleedin’ ’orrible, mate.’

The man sounded genuinely horrified, and Cora shivered slightly, despite the mildness of the early morning. She stood quietly, listening to the soothing voice of the female officer asking the scared man more questions – had he seen anyone else in the area, anyone acting strangely, had he touched anything at the scene? The man answered no to everything and, sensing the interview was winding up, Cora gestured to Ted, hoping they might be able to get a few words on tape before the police released the witness and he vanished. 

But as her cameraman approached, tripod on his shoulder and camera in hand, Cora turned to see Adam striding towards her. Even in the pre-dawn light she could see that his face was white and tense, and her stomach suddenly flipped. Something was wrong.

He grabbed her arm, moving her away from the group of officers. 

‘Cora ... I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’m just going to have to say it.’

She stared at him with frightened eyes. ‘What? Say what?’

‘Cora, it’s – it’s Marcus.’

She carried on staring, unable to quite grasp what he meant. 

‘What is? What’s Marcus?’

‘The body, Cora. The victim. The murder victim. It’s Sam’s boyfriend, Marcus.’
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‘Adam ... look at this. Murder weapon?’

Adam turned to see Ray, one of the white-suited scenes of crime officers, approaching, a long object grasped carefully between gloved fingers. 

‘It was in the bushes, just over there, a few metres from the trees. Stuffed in pretty deep, so we didn’t see it on the first sweep this morning.’ Ray gestured with his head as Adam moved closer to inspect the find. 

‘What is it?’

‘A bit of park railing. There’s a broken section just along there ...’ he gestured with his head again, ‘and there’s a few bits scattered around in the grass. Look – clearly blood, and hair, on this end. I’ll bet on my grandmother’s life that this is what killed the poor bugger ...’ He paused. ‘Well, my grandmother’s dead, but if she weren’t, I would, if you get my drift.’

Adam patted the SOCO on the shoulder. ‘I get your drift, Ray. And yes, good work, that’s probably it. Excellent. Bag it and let’s get it in as soon as possible.’

Ray bobbed his head and headed off towards the police van parked on the grass just inside the cordon, and Adam shivered, pulling his collar up around his ears and wishing he’d worn a warmer jacket. The relatively warm early morning had been followed by a damp and increasingly grey afternoon and now, as evening drew near, a biting wind had sprung up, as if to remind those getting complacent about the recent unseasonably balmy May weather that this was actually still Britain. 

Feeling in need of coffee, and confident that the SOCOs were now close to having gathered everything they could from the scene, Adam squelched across the grass, mud sucking at his shoes, to where he could see two of his colleagues standing next to the open boot of one of the cars and pouring something from a large silver thermos flask. 

‘Enough for me?’ he asked, and the two young detective constables smiled and nodded. Gary Gilbert and Karen Lloyd had both worked with Adam on the Jeanette Kendrick investigation, and he was pleased to have them on his team again. Both were likely to pass their sergeant’s exams soon, they were both savvy detectives with an excellent work ethic – and with a murder as close to home as this, he needed good people around him, Adam thought grimly. He wondered, not for the first time, if he really should be senior investigating officer on this one. But there were so many murder investigations running on his patch at the moment that his bosses had asked him to stay on the case for now, arguing that although he knew the victim they hadn’t been particularly close, and that there was simply nobody else with his experience available.

‘Looks like we might have the murder weapon then, boss?’ said Gary, handing Adam a mug and then reaching into a cardboard box in the boot for a plastic-wrapped sandwich. He offered it to Adam, who shook his head. 

‘I hope so.’

‘How was the girlfriend, when you saw her? Somebody said you know her?’ Karen took a sip of her steaming coffee, and grimaced.

‘That’s revolting. So – do you? Know her?’

Adam took a mouthful of coffee from his own chipped white mug and swallowed with a shudder. Karen was right, it was foul.

‘I do. Pretty well, actually – she’s one of my girlfriend’s best friends. I knew him too – the victim – not as well though. But we’d been out to dinner a couple of times, the four of us. He was a nice bloke.’

Karen sighed. ‘Well, somebody didn’t think so. Or didn’t care. Pretty brutal attack to cause a head injury like that.’

Adam nodded. The post-mortem examination had yet to be carried out, but there had been little doubt about what had killed poor Marcus. His skull had been virtually cracked in half. It had been a fact Adam had avoided telling Sam when he’d gone round to her flat this morning to break the terrible news. Telling people about the death of a loved one truly was one of the very worst parts of his job, but when it was somebody you knew ...

Adam rubbed his eyes and shivered again. At least Cora was with her now. Poor Sam.

‘Somebody tell me this isn’t real. Please, please tell me it isn’t real. Please ...’

Sam, her eyes red and swollen, looked desperately around the room, then sank her head into the cushion she was gripping between white-knuckled hands and sobbed. Wanting to bawl herself, Cora put an arm around her friend’s shaking shoulders and hugged her close, feeling utterly helpless. She looked with anguished eyes at Alice and Wendy, who were sitting on the sofa opposite, both with tears rolling down their cheeks. Sam was right – this just couldn’t be real, could it? Marcus, the man with whom their friend had finally found happiness, brutally murdered in a park? It made no sense. He had been such a nice, sweet man. Who on earth would want to kill him? 

‘Oh Sam, darling. We’re so sorry. So, so sorry. Can we do anything? Have you eaten? What about some tea?’

Sam lifted her face from the cushion, pushed her hair back off her forehead and smiled a tiny, crooked, tear-stained smile. 

‘If I have another cup of tea today, my internal organs will start floating,’ she said. ‘I’d already had a cuppa in bed, as it was my day off, and then after Adam came to ... to tell me ...’

Her voice shook, but she took a deep breath and continued. ‘There were just so many people. Every few minutes, new people. My mum’s away in Scotland, but she was on the phone every ten minutes seeing if I was OK. And then police, family liaison, even a vicar at one point I think ... I don’t even know who they all were. But they all made tea. Endless, non-stop, tea. My FLO offered me tea eleven times, I counted. So, no more tea. Thank you, though.’

She reached out an unsteady hand and squeezed Cora’s knee, and Cora put her own hand on top of her friend’s reassuringly, unable to suppress a smile. Sam was right – family liaison officer Detective Sergeant Anna Watkinson, a gentle woman in her early forties with long, already greying hair swept into a severe bun, had indeed seemed almost comically obsessed by tea. 

‘In fact,’ Sam continued, ‘What I actually need right now is a wee. Can you imagine, the queue for my single solitary loo, with all those people drinking all that tea?’ She stood up. ‘I nearly did a Peter Ryan, I got so desperate at one point.’ 

She gestured at the wastepaper bin under the coffee table as she headed out of the room, and they all smiled, relieved by the brief moment of levity. The Peter Ryan story was legendary among the Morning Live camera crews. A big problem with broadcasting live on location at antisocial hours was that there was never anywhere to go to the toilet. Little wonder then that Peter, a satellite engineer, had once been caught using the little swing bin in his van, out of sheer desperation – ‘and not just for a wee’, Scott Edson, Cora’s own regular satellite engineer, had told her darkly. 

There was the sound of flushing from down the hallway and moments later Sam reappeared, wiping damp hands on her jumper. She sat back down next to Cora with a sigh. The girls had been at her flat for several hours, but the interminable stream of visitors had meant this was the first chance they’d had to actually sit down with her, just the four of them. Betsy, shocked and clearly very upset at the news about her friend Marcus, had let Cora and Wendy leave the newsroom before lunch, and they’d phoned Alice on the way to Sam’s to tell her what was going on, with the result that an hour later she too was on the doorstep, brandishing a box of raspberry macaroons and a tin of lemon biscuits from the artisan food shop on the corner. 

‘I didn’t know what to bring!’ she’d hissed in a despairing voice. ‘What’s appropriate, when somebody’s been murdered?’ The confused expression on her face had raised another of the day’s few smiles among Sam and the others. They had grown very fond of Alice indeed, but she really did have some ditsy moments.

Now, they all sat in the living room, the giant polar bear still languishing on his back on the carpet in the corner, Sam and Cora together on one of the blue suede sofas with its colourful stripy scatter cushions, Alice and Wendy on the matching sofa opposite. On the floor, in her recliner, baby Claudia cooed and chatted to herself and the little pink teddy she was clutching in her plump fingers, oblivious to the shock and sadness that hung like a thick haze over the usually cheerful room. 

‘So – do you want to talk about it, Sam? Tell us what happened last night?’ Cora’s voice was gentle. 

Sam nodded slowly. 

‘I don’t know. I mean, nothing happened really, not here. We had a row, nothing major, just a silly row about the stupid bloody polar bear and the other presents. Marcus was really pissed off. I don’t think he believed me, that I don’t know who’s sending them. But I don’t, honestly. I haven’t a clue.’

Wendy leaned forwards, red curls swinging, her face earnest. ‘Well, we believe you.’

Sam pulled a tissue from the box on the coffee table and blew her nose. ‘Thanks. Anyway, he went out. Said he needed to clear his head, go for a walk. This was about nine o’clock. I didn’t think he’d be long, so I just banged about a bit – I was quite cross too, to be honest, and I half expected him back any minute, really. But then it got to around ten and there was still no sign of him, and he didn’t reply when I tried calling, so I went out after him. I figured he’d go along the river, or to the park, so I had a quick look, in the bits we usually go to. But it was dark, and he wasn’t there that I could see. So I just came back here. I thought – well, I hoped – that he might be here, waiting for me ...’

Her voice cracked and tears sprang once more from her puffy eyes. Cora put her arm round her friend’s slim shoulders again, stroking her wavy bob, as her body shook with huge, gasping sobs. Alice and Wendy sat tense and stiff, the crying paralysing them, the room otherwise totally silent except for the rhythmic ticking of the big metal clock over the fireplace and Claudia’s soft babbling. Finally, Sam calmed herself enough to speak again. 

‘But he didn’t come back. So I assumed he’d gone home in a huff. He still wasn’t answering his mobile or anything, and after a few more tries I just gave up. I was really angry by then ... I mean, what an overreaction to something so silly, a few mystery presents! That’s what I thought. I thought he’d be round here today, apologising. But he won’t, will he? He’ll never be here again. Oh Cora, I can’t bear it! How can I bear it?’

A howl like a distressed animal’s escaped her, and the tears came again, her weeping loud and agonised. Feeling powerless to ease her friend’s pain, Cora simply rubbed Sam’s back as she doubled over, face buried in her cushion. Claudia, her attention finally drawn away from her soft toy, turned anxious eyes towards Sam and started to whimper, and Alice, wiping fresh tears from her own eyes, picked her baby up and held her close. Wendy, head bowed and eyes closed, was crying too. What an absolutely horrific day, Cora thought. 

It was several minutes before Sam slowly sat up straight again, pushing her damp hair back off her face and reaching for yet another tissue. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she said softly. ‘I’ll get myself together in a minute. I must look a wreck.’

‘Don’t be silly, you’re fine.’ Alice smiled a watery smile, and then they all jumped as the doorbell rang. 

‘I’ll get it.’ Glad of something to do, Cora ran out to the narrow hallway off the open-plan living area and opened the front door. Two people stood there, one a tall, handsome black man in a new-looking brown leather jacket, the other a small, blonde white woman, both holding up police ID cards. Cora gave the warrant cards a cursory glance and nodded, sighing inwardly. Here we go again, she thought. Poor Sam.

‘Detective Inspector Glenn Arnold and Detective Constable Helen Jones. Just wondering if we could have a quick word with Miss Tindall?’ the male officer said. His voice was warm and friendly. 

‘Of course. Come through.’ Cora, who had recognised his name and realised that he was Adam’s number two in this investigation, led the pair into the living room, where Wendy had switched seats and was now sitting next to Sam, stroking her arm. 

‘Sam – two police officers to see you.’

Sam wiped her eyes fiercely with both fists, like a small child, then stood up slowly, as if she was aching all over. 

‘Hello,’ she said quietly. ‘Any – any news? Do you know what happened yet? To – to Marcus?’

Glenn Arnold shook his head. ‘Not yet, I’m afraid. We’re looking at every possibility – maybe a mugging that went too far, maybe some crazy off his head on drugs – it’s going to take us a while to sort through the evidence, look at any CCTV footage and so on. But as soon as we can tell you something, anything, we will. Your FLO will be back in the morning.’

He paused, and looked down at his colleague. There was at least a foot of height difference between them. She nodded, a sympathetic look on her freckled face, then turned to Sam.

‘I know this has been a terrible day for you, and we promise to leave you alone for the evening after this, but ...’

She stopped, as if unwilling to complete the sentence, then sighed gently and continued. 

‘Look, this is obviously just routine, but we need to get a sample of your fingerprints and DNA, if that’s OK? Just for elimination purposes.’ 

She spoke in a strong Welsh accent, the syllables of ‘elimination’ rising and falling like music. 

‘The DNA’s just a cheek scraping. It’ll only take a few seconds.’ She pulled a notebook and a plastic bag out of the pocket of her dark, masculine-looking overcoat and waved them vaguely in the air. ‘Just because – well, you’re his girlfriend, so clearly there may well be traces of your DNA on his body, or his clothes ...’

Her voice tailed off, and Cora felt a pang of sympathy. This couldn’t be easy for the police officers involved either. She glanced at Sam, afraid that the request might reduce her to tears once more, but to her relief her friend was crossing the room, nodding.

‘Of course, I understand,’ she said. ‘What do I have to do?’

‘It’s easy. If you could just sign here first?’ She held out the notebook and a pen, and Sam obliged. Helen Jones smiled and put the plastic bag on the small oak dining table to her left, then shook the contents out onto the polished wood. She pulled on a pair of cream latex gloves, then picked up a long, clear packet and ripped it open, removing a swab with a small, bulbous cotton end. 

‘I just need to rub this – well, two of them actually – on the inside of your mouth. Your cheek, under your tongue and behind your lips. Is that all right?’

In reply, Sam simply opened her mouth wide and, with a deeply grateful expression on her face, the policewoman deftly wiped each side with a separate swab, then quickly inserted both into individual test-tube shaped containers and pressed lids onto them.

‘Thank you. Really appreciate it.’ She smiled at Sam warmly, then bent to scribble some notes on a white form.

‘And now, some quick fingerprints?’ That job too swiftly completed, the two police officers nodded their gratitude.

‘Thanks for your co-operation,’ Glenn Arnold said, looking around the room at each of them in turn, an even-toothed white smile lighting up his face as he spotted the baby, who was now back in her recliner on the floor, clutching her favourite plastic monkey and cooing softly.

‘Beautiful baby. Got one about the same age myself – six months?’ He looked questioningly at both Wendy and Alice, clearly unsure about who the mother was.

‘Five months – but she’s quite big for her age.’ Alice caressed Claudia’s soft hair proudly.

‘Beautiful,’ the officer said again, then turned to where the constable was tidying her kit back into the plastic bag. ‘Ready?’

‘Ready. Thanks again – somebody will be in touch soon.’

‘Thank you. I’ll see you out.’ Sam headed for the door, the two officers in her wake, and Cora sank down onto the sofa next to Alice, suddenly exhausted. 

‘What a hideous, horrible, vile day.’ She closed her eyes, feeling a desperate need to be cuddled up on Adam’s sofa, his arms around her. Unlikely tonight though, she knew. She had no idea when he’d be home, but it would probably be long after she’d succumbed to sleep. 

‘Horrendous,’ Alice agreed sadly. She patted Cora’s hand briefly, then stood up.

‘Do you know what we need? Wine. Wine, and pizza. What do you think? Or would that be, I don’t know, inappropriate?’ She frowned, uncertainty in her blue eyes.

Wendy, who’d been slouched in a depressed-looking heap on the sofa opposite, eyes closed, suddenly sat up straight. 

‘I don’t think wine is ever inappropriate. And we still have to eat, no matter what’s happened. Sounds good to me. But only if Sam’s up for it, obviously.’

‘Wine and pizza? Did I hear that properly?’ Sam was back in the room, pale and somehow looking thinner than yesterday, but wearing an interested expression on her face.

‘Could you?’ Alice sounded wary.

‘I could, actually – I don’t think I’ve eaten a thing all day. Plus that swab tasted foul. Wine would be medicinal, right? I’ll get the glasses. Cora – wine, fridge. Alice – pizza delivery company number on the corkboard by the front door. Wendy – mind the baby.’

And duly assigned by their senior producer, and suddenly all feeling a tiny bit better, they did as they were told.
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Thursday 9th May

‘The DNA results should be here in a few minutes. It’s taking anything from three days upwards at the moment normally but they got a wiggle on for us. Told me we’d have them by ten.’

DC Gary Gilbert straightened his slightly bobbly navy sweater with a satisfied tug and turned to the whiteboard where, at Adam’s request, he was about to sum up what was known so far about Marcus Williams’ murder. He picked up the paper cup of coffee that was perched precariously on the ledge where the marker pens lived, took a long swallow and then looked around for somewhere safer to sit it, settling on a towering pile of green files on the closest desk. Then he turned to the room.

‘Everyone ready?’ he said. 

‘Should be in about one minute, Gary.’ Adam finished the email he was writing and hit send, then looked around the room in the west London police station that was his base for this case, taking in the faded pale grey paint, stained blue carpet and battered chairs and desks, about two-thirds of them occupied by members of his team. The usual occupants of the empty desks were already out of the office, assigned to various tasks including checking CCTV and further house-to-house enquiries along Marcus’s likely route, as well as at homes around the park itself. Through the row of windows along one wall, shabby cream blinds all hanging at different levels, the morning looked as grey as the walls inside, and as Adam’s mood. Once the lab report was in though, things might speed up significantly, and he hoped fervently that this would be the case and that the DNA they already knew had been found at the scene would be a match to some low-life thug already on the National DNA Database. Comprising millions of DNA profiles, it was one of the largest of its kind in the world, and a powerful asset for those trying to solve crimes. 

As well as holding daily briefings himself, Adam often asked members of his murder investigation team to summarise ‘what we know’ for him – he found it helped him to think, to clarify the case in his head. He also knew it helped to build the confidence of the less-experienced detectives, many of whom dreaded speaking in front of a room full of hard-nosed older cops. It had certainly worked on Gary, who was markedly more self-assured now than he had been even a few months ago. Adam stood up and leaned against the edge of his desk, nursing his own coffee cup, and turned to the whiteboard, grimacing slightly as he saw yet again the bloodied, distorted face of poor Marcus, this time in half a dozen colour photos spread across the top of the board. Below them were rows of neatly written notes, Gary adding something with a red pen before turning back to the group and clearing his throat loudly. The twenty or so officers in the room slowly stopped typing, scribbling notes and discussing ideas with their colleagues and turned to face him, with the exception of two who were on the phone. Both gestured to him that they’d only be a minute and continued their calls in hushed voices. Gary cleared his throat again and began. 

‘Right.’ He pointed to one of the crime scene photos. ‘Marcus Williams, thirty-two years old, project manager for a marketing agency located just off Regent Street. On Monday night, that’s the Bank Holiday, the sixth of May, he was visiting his girlfriend Samantha Tindall at her flat in Chiswick. She’s thirty, and they’d been dating for about eight months. She’s a TV news producer, bit of a hot-shot. All going well, by all accounts ... in fact, marriage had already been hinted at, according to Miss Tindall, and that’s backed up by comments from some of his friends and family, and their work colleagues. Sounds like they were pretty smitten with each other. In fact, everyone we’ve spoken to so far says he was very happy – relationship and job going well, no money problems, no drug or alcohol issues, not known to the police, just a normal, nice guy. Popular. Friendly. Had it together.’

He paused. ‘So – the night he died, there’s a bit of an argument with the girlfriend. Nothing major, she says. She’d had a few mystery presents – flowers, chocolates and a huge stuffed polar bear. She said it was possible they were coming from an ex-boyfriend but she really wasn’t sure. We’ve tried to trace who sent those, in case they ended up being relevant – they all came via a small florist shop called Blooming Lovely, near Waterloo, not far from TV Centre. Well, we hit a major snag there. On Tuesday night they had a fire in the back room, where all the sales records were kept, and everything from the past three years was destroyed. It’s an independent, so no centralised records anywhere. Hence, boss, we can’t find out who sent those gifts.’

‘That’s a bit of a coincidence,’ said Adam. ‘How did the fire start?’

‘Chip shop next door – something blew. Seems genuine, just bad luck for us. I spoke to the florist – he remembered the bear, being so recent and so ... well, so big. But he said he was pretty sure it was a telephone order, he never met the sender, and he couldn’t remember a thing about them.’

‘Great. OK, never mind. Go on.’ Adam took a sip of coffee. 

‘Right. Anyway, Marcus wasn’t too happy about the gifts that night – it was the day the bear arrived. They had a few cross words, and he went out for a walk to clear his head. This was at approximately 9 p.m. Around 10 o’clock, the girlfriend got concerned. He wasn’t answering his phone, so she goes out to look for him, guesses he’s probably in the park or walking by the river. She wanders around for a while, but it’s dark and she feels a bit unsafe out there on her own, so she gives up and comes home. Tries his mobile a few more times, nothing. Presumes he’s gone home in a huff, gives up and goes to bed. Hears nothing more until you arrive on her doorstep the next morning, boss.’

Adam nodded slowly, remembering the horror on Sam’s face as he’d gently broken the news. Gary reached for his coffee, took another gulp and replaced it on the pile of files, which swayed perilously. He turned back to the board. 

‘The body was called in by a rough sleeper, Andrew Lane. He’s fifty-four, and an alcoholic, but seemingly harmless – no previous, not even a parking ticket. Used to be a painter and decorator but the booze got in the way. His wife left him, he couldn’t make the rent, the usual story. Uses hostels around west London but quite enjoys sleeping out when the weather’s good, and had made this little patch of trees in Pope’s Meadow park his own ...’ He pointed at another of the crime scene pictures. 

‘He’s been drinking with his friends down by the river, decides to bed down, gets back to the park around midnight and stumbles right into the body. It’s just at the edge of the little copse of trees, not far in at all but if you were just walking through the park with a dog or something you probably wouldn’t have seen it in the dark, those few trees would have blocked your view.’ He tapped the picture again.

‘He’s shocked, runs straight out on to the road, flags down a car and asks them to call the police – he doesn’t have a phone of his own. He waits there until we arrive, tells us all he knows which isn’t much. We’ll see when we get the lab results, but he says he didn’t touch the body and we’re not really looking at him as a suspect right now.’

Gary moved to his right, pointing to another photo, this one a gruesome close-up. 

‘Post-mortem indicates time of death to be between 10 and 11 p.m. The pathologist says she can be fairly certain of that – he was pretty sheltered where he was lying, and it wasn’t a cold night so she was able to judge it pretty accurately from his liver temperature. I’ll talk about CCTV footage in a moment, but first, the murder weapon.’
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