

[image: image]




THE DEAD DOG DAY


A Cora Baxter Mystery


Jackie Kabler


When your Monday morning begins with a dead dog and ends with a dead boss, you know it’s going to be one of those days. And breakfast TV reporter Cora Baxter has already had the weekend from hell, after the man she’d planned a fabulous future with unceremoniously dumped her.


Now Cora’s much-hated boss has been murdered – the list of suspects isn’t exactly short, but as the enquiry continues the trail leads frighteningly close to home. Why is Cora’s rival, glamorous, bitchy newsreader Alice Lomas, so devastated by their boss’s death? What dark secrets are Cora’s camera crew hiding? And why has her now ex-boyfriend vanished?


The race to stop the killer striking again is on…
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Monday 18th December


‘THE DOG IS DEAD? ARE YOU INSANE, CHRISTINA? HOW THE BLOODY HELL CAN THE DOG BE DEAD?’


The furious voice of Jeanette Kendrick rang across the newsroom, and everybody froze. It was 4 a.m. and the usual pre-programme hum, which had been building nicely, faded to a whisper, and then to silence. Cora Baxter, who was on Monday morning newsreader duties, suddenly stopped scrolling through the running order, her heart pounding. She had been on the receiving end of a Kendrick rant once or twice before, and it was pretty hellish.


She swivelled in her chair. Down at the far end of the long room, just visible behind the piles of DVDs and newspapers stacked on every desk, the breakfast TV programme editor was standing outside her glass-walled corner office, hands on Armani-clad hips. In front of her Christina Evans, a young trainee producer, was visibly shaking.


‘I’m really sorry, Jeanette, but … well, I just rang the hotel to confirm the 6 a.m. car pick up, and … and … the guest said he’d just woken up and found the dog dead next to him, in the hotel room … he’s in a terrible state, I mean … what can I do?’


‘BUT IT CAN’T BE DEAD!’ Jeanette was roaring now, her piercing blue eyes burning into poor Christina. ‘IT’S THE BLOODY 8.10, GODDAMN IT!’


Cora gulped and turned back to the running order on her screen. Jeanette’s reaction was way over the top, but everybody knew that, at this hour of the morning, losing the item planned for 8.10 was not good. It was the most watched slot of the programme, following as it did the eight o’clock news, and it was always saved for the biggest talking point of the day.


‘WELL, WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO ABOUT IT?’


Jeanette was showing no signs of calming down. She took a step towards Christina and stamped her foot. She was shod as always in beautiful Jimmy Choos, silver-grey today to match the tailored Armani suit. Christina cowered backwards.


‘Well … erm … erm … well …’ She was stammering now, and sounded close to tears.


Cora quickly scanned the 8.10 link on the running order. The story was about a Newfoundland which had won an international ‘hero dog’ award after rescuing dozens of people from a passenger boat disaster in France the previous year. The dog, plus owner, was supposed to be on the Morning Live sofa to help launch a ‘Britain’s Bravest Pet’ competition. The contest was sponsored by the show, and viewers would be voting for their favourite animal. No wonder Jeanette was so mad – phone-in competitions made big money for the breakfast programme, and this could scupper the whole thing.


Down the newsroom, Christina had started to sniffle.


‘I’m sorry, Jeanette, I don’t think there’s anything we can do,’ she said, and let out a little sob.


Jeanette glared at her, but the tears had done the trick. She took a deep breath and ran her hands through her elfin-cropped, dark hair.


‘OK, Christina, I’ll tell you what you’re going to do, shall I?’


She’d stopped shouting, but the newsroom still held its breath, waiting to hear the magical solution she was about to produce.


‘What you are going to do, Christina, is ring the man back, give him our deepest condolences for the death of his dog, and then ask him to bring it in anyway. We’ll pretend it’s asleep.’


She turned on her four-inch heels and marched back into her office. Wide-eyed with horror, Christina stared after her. Everyone else in the newsroom gaped at each other, aghast. She couldn’t be serious – could she?


Christina was rooted to the spot. ‘But … Jeanette … I can’t … I just can’t! He was in tears … he’ll never agree to it … really, do you really want me to tell him to bring it in? I mean … it’s dead!’


‘Do it, or find me another 8.10,’ said Jeanette dismissively, and slammed the door. A moment later she snapped down the blinds on the glass wall facing the newsroom – her usual signal that the conversation was over.


Christina, still open-mouthed with shock, scurried off. Drama over, the newsroom hum started up again, although it was somewhat subdued. Everyone knew that when Jeanette blew once, it could happen again at any moment, and nobody wanted to be next in the firing line. Cora, who was still feeling fragile from a fairly traumatic weekend, suddenly had an overwhelming urge to laugh hysterically. Muttering something about tea under her breath, she leapt from her seat and ran out of the newsroom, nearly barrelling into somebody coming the other way in the corridor outside. She reached the grubby little kitchen down the hall at the same time as her friend, and today’s senior programme producer, Samantha Tindall, who’d been hot on her heels.


‘Sam!’ gasped Cora. ‘Did you hear that?’


Sam nodded, shaking with suppressed laughter. She grabbed Cora’s arm and dragged her into the windowless box of a kitchen, slamming the door behind them. They collapsed on the grimy lino, howling.


‘“Tell him to bring it in anyway, we’ll pretend it’s asleep!” Have you ever heard anything like it?’ There were tears running down Cora’s cheeks.


Sam was wiping her eyes. ‘Oh my goodness, that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in weeks. Bring it in anyway! Bleedin’ thing will have rigor mortis by now – can you imagine it, stiff as a board on the studio floor …’ She buckled again, choking with laughter.


Cora clutched her stomach. ‘Stop it, stop it, I can’t bear it! Picture Alice on the sofa, having to coo over the poor exhausted sleeping dog … imagine her face! And the lights – it would probably start to smell and everything …’


Sam wrinkled her pert little nose, imitating newsreader Alice Lomas – who was covering the main presenter’s job on the sofa today, hence Cora’s call to replace her at the news desk – and they shrieked again, clinging to each other.


They were just starting to pull themselves together when the door burst open and Wendy Heggerty skipped in, red Irish curls bouncing.


‘No need to ask what you two have been talking about!’ said the graphic designer. ‘Wow, Jeanette has lost it this time, hasn’t she? Scary bitch boss from hell … I saw poor old devoted Clancy drop her off this morning. At this hour! Seriously, I don’t know how she puts up with her.’


Clancy Carter was Jeanette’s long-term love. Both big players in the television world, Jeanette’s star had somewhat eclipsed her civil partner’s in recent years – Clancy was head of Chrysalis Productions, a production company responsible for some of the rather less successful TV reality shows. And, while Jeanette’s reputation was terrifying, Clancy was known as a bit of a sweetie. Few could understand how they’d ever got together.


Still tittering, Cora and Sam heaved themselves off the floor, and Cora bent down to give Wendy a hug.


‘Hello, dwarfy. Great to see you.’ Cora was on the road as a roving reporter for much of the time, so it was always a treat to be called in to cover news reading duties. It meant she could have a long overdue catch up with her friends, who nowadays were all too often just voices on the end of a phone, discussing time slots or graphics ideas for her live reports.


‘You too, you big giraffe.’ Wendy’s pale blue eyes grinned up at Cora. Just five foot two, Wendy was buxom and curvaceous, all wild hair and heaving boobs. Today she’d encased them in a tight green jumper.


‘You look fab, Wendy.’ Cora grinned at her friend.


‘She always does.’ Sam was crouching in front of the microwave, attempting to use its door as a mirror as she tried to wipe the rivulets of mascara off her cheeks. ‘I don’t know how you do it, Wend – I always look like a dog on nightshifts.’


She straightened up, pushing her wavy caramel bob back out of her eyes, and started to smirk again. ‘I wonder where poor Christina got to?’


‘Ooh, I’m dying to find out what happened – but you’ll have to update me later. I’m just here for a cuppa – got a load of maps to do for the news yet,’ said Wendy, reaching for a polystyrene cup. ‘But I’ll see you both later, OK? And we need to rip that ex-man of yours to shreds too, Cora.’


She stuck a tea cartridge into the machine, and the boiling water streamed into the cup underneath. She grabbed it, splashed in some milk, and headed for the door, just as a pale-looking Christina wandered in.


‘Alright, Christina?’ Wendy grimaced at Cora and Sam as she left, wildly making a ‘call me’ sign with her free hand. Christina didn’t seem to hear her. She shoved a coffee cartridge clumsily into the slot, and stood staring into space as the hot liquid gushed out.


‘Er – Christina – are you OK? What did the guest say?’ said Sam, tentatively. ‘Did you – erm – call him back, about the dog? Christina?’


Christina twitched slightly, as if suddenly registering that there were other people in the room.


‘Oh, hi, Sam … Cora. No, thank God, Gerry from showbiz saved me. Went in and told Jeanette if we had a dead dog in, it was bound to get in the papers and we’d get a right mauling. He’s called in a favour and got that new barmaid off Coronation Street to come in to fill the slot at short notice – you know the one, she’s about to have an affair with David Platt?’


Sam and Cora nodded.


Christina rubbed her eyes. ‘Jeanette’s not happy, but what can you do? We’re going to launch the pet competition tomorrow instead – there’s a cat that woke its owner up after a gas leak or something that should be able to come in. I’m going to be cacking myself tonight – Jeanette will fire me if anything else goes wrong. I’ve only been here for three months, I’ll never be able to get another job if I’m sacked …’


Her voice tailed off and a fat tear rolled down her cheek. Cora felt a sudden massive wave of sympathy, and slipped her arm round the younger girl’s shoulders.


‘Don’t cry, Christina. You won’t be sacked, it wasn’t your fault! I remember what these nightshifts are like – they’re hell, and being so tired just makes everything seem worse. It’ll be OK, you’ll see – Jeanette will have forgotten all about it by tomorrow.’


Christina wiped her eyes and managed a little smile. ‘Thanks. But she won’t, you know that. I hate that woman. I really, really hate her. Anyway, I’d better go … I have loads of stuff to do before we go on air. See you later.’


Shoulders hunched, she picked up her coffee with a shaky hand and slipped out of the room. Cora and Sam looked at each other and smiled ruefully.


‘I have to agree with Christina. Jeanette will get her comeuppance one of these days, mark my words. Karma and all that,’ said Sam.


Cora nodded, and headed for the door. ‘Just another night at the Fun Factory, eh? Right, I’m going back – coming?’


‘I’ll be right behind you when I’ve made my tea, my little news bunny. Want to chat you through the six o’clock bulletin. Dead dog or no dead dog, the show must go on.’


The person who would be the real star of today’s show looked down at slightly shaking hands and took a long, deep breath.


Sod the dead dog. There was only one dumb animal who deserved to be dead today.


And that was Jeanette Kendrick.


How lucky, then, that she soon would be.
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Morning! Rodders in orange trousers 2day like gangly satsuma. Want us 2 hunt down n kill bastard boyf? L8R. N x


Cora grinned as she caught up on her text messages. Settling into her chair in the cosy make-up room, she reached over and pulled the blinds so the early morning window cleaners couldn’t sneak a peek later on. Then she took a bite of the bacon roll she’d snaffled from the green room, wiped her fingers on a nearby towel, and tapped a slightly less than honest reply into her BlackBerry.


Don’t worry Nathan, over him already! Nice and cosy in here … ha! Love C xxx


She took another mouthful, watching the three make-up artists buzzing around laying out their brushes and tubes, and wiped ketchup off her chin. It was freezing outside and Nathan Nesbit and Rodney Wood hall, her usual camera and sound crew when she was on roving reporter duty, were up in Nottingham with one of the other reporters this morning, on a prison overcrowding story. As a white gown was whipped around her, Cora smiled, her difficult past few days forgotten for a while. Much as she enjoyed being a reporter it was, she thought, very nice to be indoors for a change.


‘Cora, darling, it’s been ages! What are you wearing today?’


The cheerful Scottish burr of Sherry, her make-up girl, broke into her thoughts.


‘Got some gorgeous new colours this morning, you can be my wee guinea pig!’


‘Lime suede jacket.’


Cora peered at the fantastic line-up of bottles, powders, and eyeshadow palettes in front of her.


‘Wow, Sherry, I wish I had you on the road with me. You’ve got stuff here I’ve never even seen in the shops. I love that one.’ She pointed to a soft brown shadow with iridescent green flecks.


‘Well that will go perfectly, especially with your green eyes.’


Sherry set to work, pulling Cora’s straight shoulder-length brown bob back into a hairband and running a critical eye over her skin as she began applying powder and concealer. Cora watched her in the mirror, grimacing inwardly. These early mornings, most of which were spent outside in all weathers, were taking their toll. Half-listening to the early news on the TV in the corner of the room, she shut her eyes and relaxed as the make-up artist’s experienced fingers patted and smoothed. She adored this ritual, the soothing minutes before she entered the pressure cooker of the live studio. The magic of the make-up room never ceased to amaze her, taking in as it did weary, baggy-eyed people and, without fail, spitting them out again a short time later looking like polished professionals.


The peace was shattered suddenly as the door was flung open.


‘Oh, hell! How long are you going to be, Sherry? I need you to dry my hair and everything this morning!’


Cora opened her eyes at the familiar, whiny voice. Alice Lomas was standing in the doorway, a petulant expression on her beautiful face. Her long, poker-straight blonde hair was damp, making dark stains on the tight navy T-shirt that clung to her voluptuous chest.


‘Well, good morning to you too, Alice,’ Sherry said primly. ‘Come back in fifteen minutes, I’ll have Cora out by then.’


Alice pouted and walked off, swinging her hair. She’d totally ignored Cora, as usual. Thirty-two, but claiming to be just twenty-nine, Alice had already been a national newsreader for six years, making her one of the youngest news anchors in the country when she’d started. With no university degree, and distinctly average A level results to her name, she had still somehow managed to land a job as a weathergirl and occasional features reporter on a regional news programme after leaving school. But exactly why Jeanette had taken her on to present national news had long been a puzzle to the Morning Live staff, who had finally concluded that the editor, along with men across the UK, must simply have fallen for her stunning looks. It was a view reinforced by the fact that, despite having limited journalistic experience, she’d recently started filling in on the sofa when Jane, the main presenter, was away. The Lomas ego, always big, was becoming massive, and Cora couldn’t stand her.


‘Cow. Nice of her to say hello!’ she said, shutting her eyes again as Sherry started to apply her eye shadow. ‘Ben and Danny aren’t doing anyone at the moment – why can’t she just have one of them do her?’


‘Och, she’s alright really. You just have to know how to handle her,’ Sherry replied soothingly. ‘She’s just used to me, that’s all, I do her nearly every day. It’s all insecurity, you know – you’re a way more experienced journalist and she feels threatened when you come in to read the news – probably scared Jeanette’s gonna put you on the sofa instead of her.’


‘Seriously? Do you think so? Gosh, there’s no chance of that. I mean, I’d love it – being on the road is so utterly exhausting, and being in the studio is SO much easier – shorter hours, no driving, more money, it’s a no-brainer really. But Jeanette would never replace a babe like that with me! I mean, look at me, Sherry. I look like a right old dog first thing in the morning. No wonder Justin dumped me.’


Sherry squeezed her shoulder. ‘I heard earlier – sorry about that, Cora. But you’ll find someone else, gorgeous girl like you. Now shut up so I can do your lips.’


Cora adjusted her earpiece as the PA in the gallery began the countdown to the opening titles. She felt the usual little surge of adrenaline as she straightened the scripts on the news desk in front of her. Grant, the weatherman, poised by his map, winked at her, fiddling with the orange tie that matched his slightly overdone fake tan. On the big yellow sofa to his right, Alice, looking stunning in a taupe Donna Karan trouser suit, simpered at her co-presenter Jeremy and then turned smartly to Camera One as the music died and the red light came on.


‘Good morning, it’s six o’clock on Monday the eighteenth of December, and you’re watching Morning Live. A great show lined up for you this morning …’


‘Coming to you in fifteen, Cora.’ The director’s voice rumbled in her ear.


‘… all that coming up shortly, but first let’s go over to the news desk for the rest of the day’s stories, and we’ve got Cora on the desk this morning, how lovely! In from the cold, Cora?’ Alice smiled amiably across the studio.


Two-faced cow! Cora thought. She smiled sweetly back. ‘Yes, good morning, Alice, it’s very nice to be here!’


She turned to the camera in front of her, and the autocue rolled. ‘And good morning to you too! Our top story this morning …’


The show whizzed by. Floor managers, flustered beings whispering urgently into headsets, whipped the usual mixed bunch of guests in and out of the studio, among them Christopher Biggins promoting his Christmas panto, and the Defence Secretary talking about festive gifts for troops on missions overseas.


Cora had a bulletin to read every quarter of an hour, and by the time she’d finished the 7.30 news she was feeling decidedly shiny. Making sure she wasn’t in shot, she slipped quietly from behind the news desk, pushed open the heavy studio door and headed for make-up.


‘Hey, Cora.’


‘Scott! Hi, babes – forgot you were here today. The old disciplinary, eh? How did it go?’


The burly six-footer grimaced, and Cora reached up and pecked him on a slightly sweaty cheek. Scott Edson was her usual satellite engineer, number four in the on-the-road quartet she spent most of her time with. He’d been called to London today too, for an early morning telling-off from Jeanette for falling asleep on the job.


‘Not too good. On a written warning,’ Scott muttered in his broad Bolton accent.


‘Oh hun, I’m sorry. Don’t worry, you know what Jeanette –’


Cora stopped abruptly as Scott brushed roughly past her and headed off up the corridor.


‘It doesn’t matter. See you on the road,’ he said over his shoulder, and disappeared round the corner.


Puzzled and a little hurt, Cora stared after him for a moment, then wandered into the make-up room. Scott wasn’t normally so off-hand, although he hadn’t been himself recently. No wonder he was grumpy though – who ever heard of a 7 a.m. disciplinary hearing for goodness’ sake? But that was Jeanette’s style – she was at her desk from three, so everyone else simply had to fit around her schedule. The editor was on exceptionally fine form this morning though. How many other people was she going to upset?


As if on cue, Christina hurried into the room. If anything, she looked worse than she had earlier. Still red-eyed, she now had a slightly manic expression on her face and beads of sweat on her forehead.


‘Tissues!’ she said frantically. ‘Tissues! I need tissues for dressing room three!’


Sherry opened a drawer, pulled out a packet and thrust it into Christina’s shaking hands.


‘There you go sweetie. Anything else you need?’


‘No … no … that’s fine. Thanks,’ Christina stuttered. She stumbled back out into the corridor and vanished.


Sherry shook her head and caught Cora’s eye in the mirror.


‘Now, that looks to me like a girl on the edge.’


‘I know.’ Cora plonked herself into the chair for her touch up. ‘Poor Christina. I’m not sure she’s going to last the course, to be honest. Not tough enough, bless her.’


She closed her eyes as Sherry got busy with the powder puff, suddenly feeling exhausted.


‘Not even eight o’clock and we’ve already had tears, tantrums, and a dead dog,’ she thought. ‘Good old Morning Live!’


And, freshly powdered and glossed, she headed back to the studio.


Usually, as the clock ticked towards the Morning Live closing titles, Jeanette Kendrick would be fiercely scribbling on her pad, ready to savage a few producers at the post-programme debrief.


There was still an hour to go, but in the newsroom several were already nervously gulping coffee and swapping anxious glances, steeling themselves for the completely unjustified mauling they would all shortly receive over the dead dog debacle.


They would have been greatly relieved to know that right now, a deceased canine was the last thing on the editor’s mind. Jeanette was rarely fazed by anyone or anything, but as she listened to the quiet words being directed at her, fear twisted her stomach.


‘I didn’t know … I had no idea … I’m so sorry. So terribly, terribly sorry. Please, if …’ she stuttered.


For once, though, the boss’s words were being completely ignored. And minutes later, it wasn’t just the unfortunate dog that had passed away on that chilly December morning.


Jeanette Kendrick was quite, quite dead.
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Three days earlier


Friday 15th December


@srharrison65 @CoraBaxterMLive I like to draw picshurs of allien animals. I am drawing u an allien hors and will post it 2day. Luv Kevin. PS. I luv u.


Cora laughed out loud. Alien animals indeed. She thoroughly enjoyed getting Twitter messages from Morning Live viewers, but there were some real crazies out there, bless them. She shoved her BlackBerry back into her coat pocket then jumped as a large, yellow shape loomed out of the darkness to her right.


‘These feet are ridiculous,’ said the man in the chicken suit. ‘I’m surprised hens don’t fall over more often, really I am.’


Cora tried to look sympathetic. It was just before 6 a.m. on a freezing Friday, and she was standing in almost total darkness on a roundabout in the middle of a Devon A-road, surrounded by chickens – and people dressed as chickens.


‘And then there was light,’ muttered Nathan, and Cora winced as two hefty spotlights popped into life, illuminating the scene. The hens that had been pecking quietly around her feet jumped in fright and scattered, and the man in the yellow costume tugged his over-sized beak further down over his eyes and groaned, his breath hanging in the air like ghostly candy floss.


‘Bloody bright, those lights, aren’t they? How long till we’re on, Cora? There’s a few not here yet – need to go bang on some doors.’


‘Don’t worry, we’ve got about twenty minutes yet, but I want to do a run-through as soon as I can, so the faster you can get everyone out here, the better!’


The man nodded his big furry head, dropped the homemade protest placard he was holding, and stomped off awkwardly into the darkness, his chicken feet crunching across the frozen grass of the roundabout.


In her pocket, Cora’s BlackBerry beeped again and, not for the first time, she marvelled at the ridiculousness of her job. After nearly three years on the show she had certainly covered her share of quirky stories, but some days were definitely more surreal than others. In today’s bizarre, pre-dawn scene on the icy edge of Exmoor, Cora and her team would be broadcasting live with a group of protesters, who were trying to save the feral chickens that had roosted on a local roundabout for over a century but had now been deemed a traffic hazard by the local council.


‘Everything OK, Cora?’ Nathan pushed his dark, floppy hair out of his eyes, zipped his Arctic-weight, navy fleece even further up under his chin, and started his daily fumble with the camera tripod.


‘Yep.’ Cora stamped her feet. She was freezing, despite the thermal socks, long johns and long-sleeved vest she’d struggled into as usual in her hotel room earlier. There was no place for sexy undies in the wardrobe of morning TV reporters at this time of year, sadly. The male viewers who regularly wrote to Cora and her female colleagues extolling their virtues and asking for photos of them in their underwear would be sorely disappointed; Cora had often been tempted to send out photos of herself in her old faithful Marks & Spencer grey thermals, just for a giggle.


‘First hit 6.20, and then another one later, time TBC – you know what “Fun Fridays” are like!’


‘Fun Friday? More like Freeze the Crew’s Balls Off Friday,’ said a gloomy voice, as Rodney appeared, his mixer slung around his neck and his hands full of sound equipment.


‘Got your earpiece, Cora? Oh yeah, I see it.’ Rodney adjusted his headphones. ‘Give us a voice level, eh?’


‘OK – I’ve been in a different town every single night since Sunday, I’m exhausted, and here I am, freezing cold at stupid o’clock on a roundabout in the middle of nowhere,’ said Cora. ‘That OK, Rodders?’


‘Fine,’ replied the soundman, pushing his little round glasses higher on his nose and adjusting a couple of knobs on his mixer.


Cora smiled at him, trying to ignore his trousers. Much as she loved Rodney, he did have spectacularly bad dress sense. Today he was wearing the most lurid yellow and green camouflage-patterned combats she had ever seen, their hideousness ‘enhanced’ by bright red loops and tabs, making him look from a distance as though a mad knifeman had slashed him several times across the legs.


‘Well, if you’re happy, Rodney, I’m happy.’ Nathan appeared at Rodney’s elbow and slapped him on the back. ‘We just seem to be missing a cable …’


‘I’m here, I’m here, don’t panic.’


Scott appeared out of the darkness unrolling the long satellite cable behind him.


Nathan stopped blowing on his cold hands and winked at Cora and Rodney.


‘So, Scott – what are your plans for the weekend then? Doing any gardening?’ he said, trying hard to conceal a smirk.


‘No, I sodding am not. It’s bloody December. Bugger off!’ But Scott was grinning as he dumped the end of the cable on the ground next to Nathan’s tripod and marched off back to the warmth of the satellite truck.


Cora, Nathan, and Rodney looked at each other and sniggered, Cora feeling a little relieved. Scott had been grumpier than usual lately, so it was nice that he’d taken the joke so well today. They’d been riling him about gardening for months, ever since the summer when he’d been redoing the garden of his new family semi and decided he wanted to trail some pink clematis across the back wall. Unfortunately, he’d instead managed to ask an elderly garden centre assistant if she could provide him with some chlamydia.


Cora snorted again, and then suddenly pulled herself together as another disembodied voice boomed in her earpiece.


‘Morning, Cora – you’re obviously having fun – everything OK there? We’re going to be with you in just over twenty minutes.’


Cora recognised the slightly stressed Scottish tones of her friend. ‘Oh, it’s you, Sam. Morning! Yes, we’ve been Scott-baiting again – you know, the clematis story? But everything’s under control – all chickens present and correct. Talk to you in a bit!’


‘Thanks, Cora. And if you could stand by for possible extra hits through the morning that would be great – items dropping like flies today, Jeanette’s going bonkers,’ Sam replied, and disappeared.


Cora looked at her watch and gestured to Nathan and Rodney, who had also been listening to the exchange on their headsets.


‘Er – chickens, can you all gather round please? Nearly time to go on, so let’s just make sure we all know what we’re doing!’


‘Scott, you are a star,’ said Cora gratefully as the engineer handed her a steaming mug of Earl Grey.


The first broadcast of the morning successfully out of the way, and the giant chickens temporarily back in their houses, the crew were thawing out in the satellite van.


Nathan stuffed a Jaffa Cake into his mouth and then sighed heavily, delicately spraying Rodney’s glasses with crumbs.


He swallowed. ‘Ugh. A weekend of Christmas shopping to look forward to – can you believe it’s only ten days away! I’ve done nothing!’


‘Mmmm, shopping for me too,’ said Scott, ‘Elaine’s spotted this clock she fancies. Edwardian. Inlaid mahogany, white enamel dial. Nice actually.’


Rodney surreptitiously picked up the sleeve of Nathan’s discarded fleece and began to wipe his glasses.


‘I don’t get your antique fetish, Scott, really I don’t. Although I’d rather go antiquing with you than do what I’ve got to do later – bloody got to help bloody Jodie with the sound at her bloody nativity. BOR-ING!’ he said, gloomily.


‘Oh, Rodders, it will be fun!’ Cora tried to sound enthusiastic. Rodney’s girlfriend ran a nursery, and the soundman was often roped in to help give the kids’ shows a professional edge.


‘Yeah, right. You come then,’ retorted Rodney.


Scott and Nathan tittered, and Cora smiled and shrugged. It wasn’t that she actually disliked children – she adored several of her friends’ offspring. It was just that when biological clocks were being handed out she, it seemed, was given a double dose of ambition instead. Child-free and happy, that was Cora, and she had always chosen boyfriends who felt the same way.


‘Well, Justin and I don’t have plans really – we’re staying at home, just the two of us. I want to snuggle up and not see anybody all weekend. It’s been mad recently. What wouldn’t I give for a nice easy studio job?’


‘One of these days I’ll go to London and shoot that snobby Alice Lomas cow and then you can have her job at the news desk.’


Scott raised two fingers, pretending he was aiming a gun.


‘It’s a doggy dog world, this TV game, after all …’


Nathan and Cora looked at each other and grinned.


‘Er – it’s a dog eat dog world, not doggy dog,’ Cora said.


‘Is it?’ Scott sounded surprised. ‘Oh, well. You know what I mean.’


‘I do, and thank you. But I don’t think murder is the answer, sadly. Especially as you’re being hauled in front of Jeanette on Monday morning as it is.’


Scott’s face darkened. ‘Thanks, Cora. I’ve been trying to forget about that. Old bitch. It’s my second disciplinary too, shitting myself actually.’


Cora reached over and stroked his arm. ‘Sorry, sweetie, I shouldn’t have mentioned it. It’ll be fine, you’ll see, she’s not that bad, honestly …’


Her voice tailed off, as the three men looked at her sceptically.


‘She’s exactly that bad,’ Nathan said flatly. ‘None of us can stand the woman, Cora, no point in pretending otherwise. But chin up, Scott mate, it won’t help to get in a state about it.’


‘MCR IN LONDON CALLING THE CREW IN DEVON! CAN YOU HEAR ME, DEVON?’


A voice suddenly boomed through the speakers next to Scott’s chair, causing Rodney and Cora to jump so violently they both spilled their tea.


‘Bloody hell, now what?’ Scott flicked the switch that allowed him to speak directly to the master control room in London.


‘Yes, MCR, we can hear you – problem?’ he said into the microphone.


‘WE NEED YOU BACK UP AT 0710 – THE PRIME MINISTER WAS MEANT TO BE ON THE SOFA BUT HE’S GOT HELD UP SO WE’RE DOING THE CHICKENS AGAIN INSTEAD.’ The technical director’s voice echoed round the truck.


‘Oh, darn it!’ Cora was frantically wiping tea off her jeans. ‘That gives me ten minutes to round up those blooming chicken people – they’re all in their houses! Tell them it’ll be tight, Scott, but we’ll do it.’


She leapt out of the truck, pulling on her coat as she ran. Nathan and Rodney followed at a more leisurely pace. Ten whole minutes to get ready – no problem!


The watery sun was starting to melt the frost on the roundabout as Cora finally heard the show’s closing credits and gratefully removed her earpiece. The boys whooped and began to pack their equipment neatly away in their cars, looking forward to their usual big cooked breakfast at the nearest café.


‘I’m going to be a party pooper today,’ Cora said. ‘I want to get home.’


She slid into her car. ‘And I probably won’t see you next week – I’m covering in London, remember? Don’t miss me too much!’


‘OK – have a good one.’ Nathan leaned into the car to give her a goodbye kiss on the cheek.


‘See ya!’ Cora honked her horn and waved at Scott and Rodney as she eased off the grass verge and on to the road. The boys stopped winding the cable back on to the drum in the back of the truck and blew massive kisses, Rodney leaping in the air like a garish, multi-coloured salmon on a fishing line.


For what would be one of the last times today, Cora grinned inanely. Post-live hysteria, they called it. Everyone always felt a little giddy at this time of the morning, especially on a Friday. She turned Radio One up loud, and glanced at the clock as she pulled away. 9.10 a.m. If she managed to stay awake and do it all in one go, she should be home by midday.


‘Hooray!’ She put her foot down, happily accelerating towards what was going to be a very bad day indeed.


In contrast, a rather satisfying day lay ahead for the person who would very soon end the life of Jeanette Kendrick. The plans, which had taken a long time to formulate, were all in place. Just the weekend to get through, and then the day would be here. The soon-to-be killer, casually tossing a roll of duct tape from hand to hand, wondered with a small smirk if Jeanette Kendrick liked Mondays. If so, she wouldn’t be quite so keen on her next one.
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In a luxurious apartment in central London, Benjamin Boland flicked his gargantuan plasma screen off and sank back into the stack of fine Egyptian cotton-covered pillows that adorned his queen-sized bed.


He’d been watching Morning Live a lot recently. It wasn’t a bad little show actually, he thought. He wouldn’t work on it of course – and he had been asked to, not so long ago. He’d turned Jeanette Kendrick down flat though. No way was he going to get out of bed at the crack of dawn, not while he was still getting primetime stuff to present – but still, it did make quite entertaining viewing. Some hot women too.


Relishing his lie-in, the TV star gazed out of the huge floor to ceiling window opposite. He loved this place, which was on the fifteenth floor of a new, ultra-modern high-rise on the South Bank, just down the road from TV Centre. Without stirring from his bed (newly acquired from the Versace home range), he could see the Thames snaking by below, the weak December sun glinting on its curves. Towering over the riverbank, the London Eye, the great Ferris wheel which gave sightseers an unparalleled view of the capital, was already slowly turning, its transparent pods dotted with the first tourists of the morning.


He ran his hands through his dark, curly hair, which was even more unruly then usual at this time of day, and turned to pull the duvet off the bed completely, looking with anticipation at the sleeping figure of the skinny blonde in red, ‘Mrs Santa’ style lingerie sprawled next to him. She had bored him almost to tears with her conversation last night but then, most of them did nowadays. He vowed there and then to stop dating models. Well, maybe just over Christmas. Then, no more. Still … asleep, this one looked seriously sexy. Her long, wavy hair extensions draped softly over huge, quite obviously surgically enhanced breasts, the curls almost reaching the taut tanned stomach and firm little bottom below. Benjamin leaned over, slipped his fingers inside her bra cup, and gently tweaked her large, pink nipple. The blonde moaned softly and half opened her eyes, her dark lashes flaky with last night’s mascara.


‘Well, good morning, big boy,’ she said huskily. ‘You up already?’ She reached out a scarlet-tipped finger and ran it gently up his leg.


Oh yes, thought Benjamin. I am very definitely up already …


A hundred and twenty miles away in the Gloucestershire flat he shared with Cora Baxter, Justin Dendy was packing. Feeling slightly nauseous, he moved slowly around the neat lounge, trying to ignore the glittering Christmas tree he had helped his excited girlfriend decorate last weekend. Picking up a CD here, a book there, he carried on until he had collected the last of his belongings. Returning to the bedroom, he tossed them into a large sports bag, zipped it closed and carried it out to the small pile of suitcases and boxes already stacked outside the front door.


With a final glance around the bright apartment he’d called home for the past ten months, Justin shut the door and locked it behind him.


He called the lift, lugged all his gear into it, and hit the button for the ground floor.


Five minutes later, the boot and back seat of his Volvo straining with luggage, he shut the driver’s door, sat back in his seat and pulled his mobile from his jeans pocket. He couldn’t put it off any longer. It was time to ring Cora.
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Monday 18th December


M is for Monday – M is for murder! OMG Cora – what the hell? Nx


Cora shook her head as she read Nathan’s text. What the hell indeed, she thought.


It was all a little hard to process. She’d been feeling dreadful enough today after spending most of her weekend in tears, thanks to Justin. And now Jeanette was dead. Not just dead either, if the rumours racing round the newsroom were to be believed, but murdered. She’d never been a popular woman – well, if we’re being honest here, she was probably the most unpopular person I know, Cora thought. But still – murder?


She snuggled deeper under the crisp white duvet on her hotel room bed and shut her eyes. It was only 6 p.m., but she was desperately tired, and she had to be back in work at 3.30 tomorrow morning. It had been quite a day. Quite a few days, in fact. Yes, today had been awful. But – Friday. Friday had quite possibly been one of the worst days of her life.


She’d made it quite a long way after Justin’s phone call – all the way along the A39 in fact, fists clenching the steering wheel so tightly they ached, eyes fixed unblinking on the road ahead, her stomach contracting.


It wasn’t until she’d reached the motorway that the crying had started, and she’d had more than one curious look from overtaking drivers as she crawled along in the slow lane sobbing, mascara streaking down her cheeks, the tears blurring her vision until she decided the only sane thing to do was just to stop. Pulling up in the furthest corner of the busy Sedgemoor services car park, away from prying eyes, she had howled until her throat hurt. Justin had dumped her. He had, in fact, already moved out. It was all over.


‘I just didn’t see it. I didn’t see it coming! Why didn’t I see it?’ Cora had cried out loud, banging both hands on the dashboard.


She’d sniffed again and pulled another fresh tissue from the pack in her glove compartment. OK, so they hadn’t seen much of each other recently, and she wasn’t a particularly easy person to be involved with, she knew that – her work always came first for her, and she was always so tired …


But she and Justin had been together for two years, ever since they had fallen lustfully into each other’s arms at a mutual friend’s wedding in Oxford. She had been instantly smitten by this tall, clever, creative man with his hard rugby player’s body, and he had fallen equally quickly for her, the pretty brunette he had been watching on morning TV for months. They had lived together for nearly a year, for goodness’ sake! They were going to have that big party after Christmas to celebrate! Fresh tears had come to Cora’s eyes and she’d wiped them away viciously.


They had seemed so right for each other. Justin worked almost as hard as she did, commuting daily to a big Birmingham design studio and, like her, wanted to get to the top of his profession, maybe retire early, travel, have a couple of properties abroad. No children, that had always been the plan. It was one of the things she had been so awed by when they first met – the fact that, unlike every one of her previous boyfriends, who all, when pushed, admitted a desire to procreate somewhere down the line, this one genuinely seemed to want the life she did. Just the two of them, in love, happy together, needing nobody else. And now he had landed this on her.


‘It’s partly that I just never see you, but it’s also the kids thing, Cora,’ he had said, as she sat in stunned silence listening to his farewell speech. ‘I want them. I know I said I didn’t, but I do. I just haven’t admitted it to myself until now. I’m going to be 40 in a couple of years, and I want kids. I want kids, and a wife who’s at home with them. I know it sounds old-fashioned, but I think deep down that’s what I’ve always really wanted.


‘The big plans, the making our fortune, the homes in the sun, it all sounded great, and for a while I thought, yes, that’s the life for me. But it isn’t, Cora. Well, I do want some of it, but I want a wife and kids there doing it with me. And I know that’s not what you want, so there’s no point. I’m so sorry, Cora, I know it’s Christmas and everything but I thought, you know, a new year and all that, a clean break …’


And that was it.


‘Two years down the toilet,’ Cora said to herself. ‘And to be dumped by phone!’


She huddled deeper into her duvet, feeling utterly miserable. Lost in thought, she jumped as her mobile began to ring on the bedside table.


‘Hello?’


‘Cora – evening, darling. You OK? Hell of a day, eh?’


‘Sam! You’re not back in the office already? Did you get ANY sleep? So – fill me in! What’s the latest?’


Justin temporarily forgotten, Cora propped herself up on her pillows, eager for news. The police had allowed her, and all the crew members who’d been down on the studio level at the time of Jeanette’s death, to leave the building by mid-morning, and she had heard very little about the on-going investigation since.


‘Well – as you know, she was found outside, more or less below her office window, and that’s why at first everyone just presumed she’d jumped. I mean – seven storeys up – if you want to kill yourself, it’s pretty much guaranteed, right?’


‘Yes – but then the police said there were signs of a struggle, inside her office, didn’t they? They think somebody threw her out, pushed her. I know all this. What else?’


‘Well … oh hang on, Cora – what?’


Sam’s voice tailed off as she turned to talk to someone in the newsroom. Cora rolled her eyes and impatiently rearranged her duvet, then grinned as she listened to the distant conversation.


‘A pig? Why would I want a pig on the sofa on Wednesday?’ Sam was saying.


‘Well, it’s that self-sufficiency story – you know, that “New Year, New Start” thing we’re doing after Christmas? We’re previewing it on Wednesday and the woman from the self-sufficiency organisation says she can bring a pig in.’ It was a young male voice that Cora didn’t recognise.


‘Well – how big is the pig? We can’t have a monstrous great pig crapping all over the studio!’ Sam sounded exasperated. ‘Tell her if it’s a cute little piglet, she can bring it in. Otherwise, no pig. Right – Cora – sorry sweetie, what were we talking about?’


‘Sam! Come on – we were talking about Jeanette!’ Cora sat bolt upright in bed, eyes bright. She instantly felt guilty about how excited she felt about getting the latest gossip on the case. She’d been deeply shocked by Jeanette’s murder – of course she had – and saddened too, which had come as something of a surprise to her, as she’d wished bad things on her detested boss too many times to count over the past couple of years. But she couldn’t help it – she’d always loved working on crime stories. There was nothing quite like a good murder, even if this time it was a little close to home.


‘Oh, yes – well, according to rumour, the security guard who found her claims she wasn’t quite dead. I mean – she was still alive for a few moments when he reached her. Pretty astounding, considering how far she fell, I would have thought she’d be mush as soon as she hit the ground, but you know Jeanette, tough as old boots. And there was that case last year, of that guy in New York who survived a fall of twenty storeys or something mad like that, remember? Anyway, I digress – this is the intriguing bit. She said something.’


Cora gasped. ‘What? What did she say? Oh, for goodness’ sake, Sam!’


Sam paused again. ‘Well – it’s a bit spooky really, considering what happened with Christina and the dead dog thing. It was “Chris”. She said Chris.’
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Tuesday 19th December


Jeanette Kendrick’s killer glanced at the clock: 4.30 a.m. Nearly twenty-four hours had passed. It had gone rather well. So. A little break now, let the dust settle. And then on to the next. The murderer looked in the mirror, and smiled.


‘OK, look, I know this is weird. Super weird. But, you know, the show must go on and all that …’


Sam paused, looking from face to weary face. Cora gave her friend an encouraging smile. At this hour the newsroom was normally buzzing. Not so today. Nobody had liked Jeanette, but without her, nothing felt right. Her empty office, police tape still hanging forlornly across the doorway, was like a brooding presence at the end of the big room.


We miss her, Cora thought. Who’d have believed it?


Sam cleared her throat and continued her little pre-show pep talk.


‘So – as I’m now in temporary charge, please, I need your support.’


There was a flash of pride in her eyes, and Cora smiled again. She knew how much this promotion, even if temporary, meant to Sam, who lived, slept, and breathed the breakfast show.


‘The decision’s been made upstairs that we carry on as normal …’


Sam was interrupted by a loud sniff as Alice Lomas entered the newsroom, her face tear-streaked and eyes puffy.


‘Er, morning, Alice. You OK?’


Alice glanced at Jeanette’s office and a huge sob wracked her skinny body. Clutching a large Fendi handbag to her chest, she scuttled past, head down, and disappeared through the door to the stairs to the studio level.


Sam raised her eyes heavenwards and continued where she’d left off.


‘As I was saying, the decision’s been made that we carry on as normal. Viewing figures have never been higher and they’ll probably go up, if anything, after what happened yesterday, you know how ghoulish people can be, so – well, have a good show. And thank you.’


Sam stood still for several seconds, her eyes fixed on Jeanette’s office, and Cora again saw that look of pride in her eyes, but this time mixed with something else. Grief? It was an expression Cora had never seen on her friend’s face before, and she watched her, mesmerised, noticing too a slight shake in Sam’s hand as she put the coffee cup she’d been holding back on her desk. Then she sat down, and the spell was broken. There was silence for a moment, and then the office hum gradually resumed, if a little more sombre in tone than usual.


Cora sighed. Poor Sam. She was clearly uncharacteristically nervous, knowing she had a tough job ahead of her now. And what was going on with Alice? What a drama queen. Probably scared she’ll be exposed as a complete airhead now Jeanette’s not there to watch her back, Cora thought.


She drained her mug of Earl Grey and turned back to her news scripts. Police have launched a murder investigation after Morning Live editor Jeanette Kendrick was found dead yesterday morning outside TV Centre. Officers are talking to staff in an effort to establish …


‘Never thought you’d be reading that in one of your bulletins, eh, Cora?’


Cora jumped. ‘Oh, morning, Wend. No, flipping heck. I still can’t really believe it, you know? I just keep staring at her office. It’s so – bizarre. I mean, I know the newsroom is frantic in the mornings, and any number of people always popped in and out to see Jeanette all the time, but – how?’


Wendy heaved a pile of newspapers, all with lurid headlines about Jeanette’s murder, off the chair next to Cora and plonked herself down.


‘Dunno. I really don’t. She had the blinds down of course – remember, she pulled them down after the Christina thing? So once somebody was in there, I suppose none of us out here would be able to see what was going on anyway. But to go in, somehow throw her out the window, and then calmly walk out again as if nothing had happened … and for nobody to notice a thing? I can’t get my head round it.’


‘It’s bonkers.’ Cora saved her script and hit print. ‘I can’t stop thinking about it. It’s this “Chris” thing that’s the weirdest – any ideas? I mean, it can’t be Christina, can it?’


Wendy rubbed her hands together in glee. ‘Intriguing, isn’t it! Of course, we’re not even supposed to know about it – not the sort of thing the police are going to make public.’


‘I know. But Bob on security’s so damn indiscreet. I bet the whole building knows by now. Impossible to keep a secret in this place.’


‘Indeed! Well of course, we hear “Chris” and we all think “Christina”, don’t we? Maybe not, apparently. I mean – I don’t think for a minute she’s got killer potential, but after Dead Dog-gate quite a few people mentioned her to the police – sort of had to, you know?’
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