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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  NAKED AGGRESSION





  “From priests to strippers, killers to policemen, this tale provides a broad spectrum of characters to keep the reader on the move, hoping for justice for the lost.




  “This tale is not for the reader who prefers books without explicit sex scenes.




  “A well told tale of the genre, one that thriller fans will enjoy. Recommended to fans of recent history and thrillers that offer more than the ordinary gore-stained story.”




  Anne K. Edwards




  Mysteryfiction.net




  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  CHUCK STEVENS





  “(He)…animates his characters in such fine detail that they spring to life.”




  Town and Village Times magazine




  “(He)…is an immensely gifted writer with a unique voice and he never disappoints. If you want compelling action, riveting dialogue, and characters you will remember long after you've closed the book, I highly recommend anything by this unforgettable author. Sit back and enjoy every word.”




  Emma Wildes (Novelist)




  “(His)…novels have a wonderful sense of place. His settings are so vividly painted that accompanying his characters on their journeys is the next best thing to being there for real.”




  Della Galton (Novelist and short story writer)




  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Naked Aggression




  The year is 1994 and the troubles of Northern Ireland are reaching end game. Most people are praying for peace when an ex-United States Air Force pilot called Mike Bodine arrives in Belfast. This guy’s looking for trouble. His mind is fixed on discovering who blew up his kid sister with a roadside bomb.




  What was a young all-American girl doing in Belfast anyway? And who would want to harm her? Whoever did it, Mike wants them brought to account, but things don’t pan out too smoothly right from the start. Mike is convinced the police are giving him a bum steer so he starts his own investigation.




  Naked Grief




  Once again, Mike Bodine gets caught up in a murder mystery, this time in France. He’s on vacation in Europe, trying to get over the tragic death of his wife and baby.




  The murder victim is an attractive English girl who invited Mike to join her on a cruise along the River Villaine. Her dead body disappears and the French police don’t believe she ever existed, so Mike sets out to track down the killer.




  Crazy Cummings




  When Gina Verdicci retires from prostitution she hooks herself onto her one-time client, Henry Cummings, persuading him to employ her as a housemaid. The repercussions for the entire Cummings’ household lead to disaster.




  From the start, Rose Cummings, has grave suspicions about the new housekeeper her husband has employed. Celine, Henry’s daughter, is furious when Gina seduces her boyfriend. And Conor Riordan, Henry’s brother-in-law falls in love with the new addition to the household. Their lives will never be the same again.




  Chapter 1




  January 1999




  Marie’s chin was quivering as our cab slowly wound its way into Winterbourne Worthy, the wheels squelching noisily along the slushy lane. She drew a sharp breath as we approached an old thatched cottage opposite the frozen village duck pond.




  I squeezed her hand tightly. “You all right?”




  “Do I look all right?” She gritted her teeth as if trying to keep her emotions under control. Recent tears had stained her make-up. She’d been very fond of her Uncle Eddie.




  “Maybe not,” I conceded. In truth, she looked like hell warmed up, but I couldn’t reveal to her anything as blatant as that. “But you’ll cope with it. You always do.”




  After an overnight flight from LA, we were both tired, both on edge. I wiped at the misted window and glanced outside as the cab slowed to a halt. Low clouds drifted sullenly across a cold, white landscape. It felt like I’d been dropped down onto an English movie lot where they were filming a Dickens Christmas story. All it needed to complete the picture was someone dressed as Scrooge shouting, “Humbug!”




  I patted Marie’s cold hand. “Chin up, honey. Mustn’t upset your mom.”




  “Yes, you’re right. Mummy will be so distraught. She loved poor old Uncle Eddie so much.” She wiped the back of her free hand across her eyes. Her ebony hair was still in some disarray after the long flight. “God knows how he came to be killed in such a quiet place as this.”




  I opened the cab door and stepped out into a carpet of white completely obliterating the grass verge. A chill breeze ruffled the snow on the cottage roof, sending out a fluffy trail that looked like smoke.




  The somber-faced cabbie carried our cases to the cottage door, which opened to reveal Marie’s mom. Lean as ever, she stood ashen-faced and anxious as if she was contemplating the forthcoming funeral. Marie ran the last few steps up the garden path and enfolded her arms about the old lady while I paid off the cab driver.




  It was the second time a tragic death had brought me across the Atlantic Ocean to Europe. The first occasion was more emotional for me because my kid sister had been killed by a roadside bomb in Belfast. This time it was Marie’s turn to be badly upset. Her Uncle Eddie had been brutally murdered in his own home. Battered to death by an intruder, so the police reckoned.




  I’d met Eddie Carter only once before, when he flew over to France to be at our wedding. I knew him as a widowed old man living at peace with himself after a lifetime career in the Royal Air Force. Despite his age, he was a sturdy old guy, but I guess he wasn’t up to fighting off intruders. On the one occasion we got talking, he’d taken a keen interest in the Boeing jets I flew for American Interstate.




  Why would anyone want to kill a nice guy like that?




  “You must both be tired after your journey. You’ll be ready for a fresh cup of tea.” Alexandra de Velieur’s voice was hoarse and uneven, rattling in her throat like a rustle of wind through snow-covered trees. She held Marie’s arm as she led her daughter into the sitting room, her white hair looking duller than I remembered. Approaching eighty now, she was small, delicately-boned and shorter than Marie by a good two inches. Despite her frailty and her obvious distress, she still had those sharp, intelligent eyes I remembered because of their penetrating gaze. Deep enough to reach my soul. I recalled how she’d interrogated me when Marie and I told her we were to be married. She hadn’t smiled until she was sure I would be kind to her daughter.




  I stood on her doorstep, turned and cast my gaze over the landscape. It didn’t feel like home, and yet this was the ancestral homeland of so many of my fellow countrymen. I felt obliged to respect it and yet I felt uneasy here, as if I was in a place I could never hope to understand.




  Suppressing my unease with the knowledge I’d be staying only a few days, I stamped the snow off my shoes and slammed the door shut behind me. I could have tackled something more substantial than a cup of tea, but decided to go along with whatever was on offer. Maybe the village had a bar where I’d be able to get a real drink later.




  “Come along in, Mike.” The old lady took my hands in hers as I followed into the warm, cozy sitting room. Solemn as an undertaker, she offered up her cheek for a kiss. Her deeply wrinkled skin was cold and her hands shook.




  “I wish we were seeing you again under happier circumstances, Zandra,” I said. She never had liked her name abbreviated to Alex, claiming it sounded too masculine. All her friends in France had called her Zandra and she insisted I should do the same.




  “You’ve come when I need you most,” she replied. “That’s good enough.”




  A gray-haired woman had been sitting beside the roaring coal fire. I guessed she would be in her early sixties. She stood up to greet Marie with a handshake and then turned towards me. Her ample girth and ruddy cheeks were a complete contrast to Zandra’s slender figure.




  She gave me a quick up-and-down appraisal as she spoke. “Welcome to Dorset, Mr. Bodine. I’m Emma Jones.” I took her limp hand, wondering what role she played in the house.




  “Emma is Eddie’s daily help,” Zandra explained.




  “Was his daily help. I’ll need to look for a new job now.”




  “You don’t have to do anything of the sort, Emma,” Zandra snapped firmly.




  Emma nodded in acknowledgement, but a deep expression of sadness never left her face. “Mrs. de Velieur wants me to work some extra hours here. I’ve said I’ll do it only until I’ve found something else. I just couldn’t carry on here too long, right next door to where Mr. Carter died.” Her voice was strangely composed in the circumstances. But she was only a daily help, she wasn’t emotionally involved like Zandra.




  “A nasty business. I’m real sorry about what happened,” I said, still holding Emma’s hand. Her face registered a grimace at the obvious cliché in my words, but what else could I say?




  She looked away from me and gave Zandra an inquisitive glance. “How about I put the kettle on for you, Mrs. de Velieur? You stay here with your visitors while they gather themselves.” It sounded like an excuse to get away from us, or maybe I was being unduly critical.




  “She’s been a big comfort to me,” Marie’s mom told us when Emma was out of the room. “She knew Eddie well, you see, and she’s helped me cope with all the funeral arrangements.”




  “That’s nice,” I said. Another bland cliché, but I was too tired to compose anything better.




  Zandra nodded and her face took on a faraway look. We’d last seen her just two years ago, when Marie and I were married in a small French village not far from the Mediterranean coast. Marie’s father was French and her parents had lived in that village nigh on forty years. Marie grew up there until she went to a boarding school in England, on her mother’s insistence.




  Her father died around five or six years ago, so I never got to meet him. I’d heard whispers that he’d suffered from severe depression in his latter years, but I didn’t ask about it. There was no point. After he died, her mother continued to live in the South of France because she preferred the warm climate down there. We thought she planned to spend the rest of her life in the sun, but things changed rather suddenly and unexpectedly.




  Just three months ago, we got a letter out of the blue to say she was coming back to England, wanting to be near her brother in her native country. Within a couple of weeks she’d sold her home in the south of France and bought this cottage in Winterbourne Worthy. Eddie Carter lived next door. At least, he had lived there. He was now a corpse in some local mortuary.




  That was why Marie and I had come hot-foot to England.




  “How was your flight?” Zandra asked, suddenly drawing her attention back to us.




  “Mike managed to get us upgraded.” Marie pulled off her coat and threw it over the back of a chair. Tiredness seeped from her hollowed-out eyes and her turned-down mouth. “We were able to get some sleep in business class. Not much, but some.”




  “You need a cup of tea. Sit down and rest. I’ll show you your room later.” Zandra took the vacated easy chair and gestured Marie and me into a small, two-seat settee at the opposite side of the fire.




  I scanned around me with some interest. It was the first time I’d been inside an English thatched cottage. The sitting room added to the effect of a period film set, oak beams and whitewashed cobble walls. You could easily imagine the Merry English of old, lazing back in their seats while drinking mulled wine and eating roast chestnuts. The furniture was in period, genuine rather than reproduction, if my guess was correct. A small mahogany display cabinet stood beside the fire, showing off silver medals and cups. Marie’s school prizes, I assumed. I determined to check them out later.




  Meantime, I had to endure this painful reunion. For all the Merry England image, there was nothing cheery about the occasion. The atmosphere was tense with an aura of sadness that even the blazing fire couldn’t disperse. We chatted about nothing in particular because the reason for our visit was too raw to be discussed straight away. Besides, the English have this reserved way of keeping the conversation polite and uncontroversial until they’re sure about your reactions.




  Emma Jones brought in a tray from the kitchen and served tea all round, with a plate of cute little cookies they call biscuits.




  She paused in front of Marie’s mom and patted her hand lightly. “I’ve given you an extra spoonful of sugar, Mrs. de Velieur,” she whispered. “And to hell with the calories, eh?”




  “Do they have any idea who did it, mum?” Marie broke the polite veneer with a question that caused her mother to frown and set down her cup into the saucer with a sharp knock.




  Zandra spoke slowly, emphasizing the rattle in her throat. “They think it must have been a thief, someone who knew that he lived alone.”




  Emma cut in when she saw that Zandra’s hand was shaking. “They’ve questioned almost everyone in the village. But who around here would want to murder a dear old man like that?”




  “Exactly how was he …” I realized it was the wrong question before I had finished expressing it. No one replied for several seconds.




  “He was attacked violently,” Emma said, compressing her lips. “Beaten to death. Beaten around the head.”




  I knew that much already, but said nothing more. The graphic detail would be sure to come out when I got talking to people who were less directly affected by it.




  “That’s enough for now.” Marie’s mom put down her cup, the tea untouched. She stood up as suddenly as a lady of her age could manage. “We’ll talk more later. First of all, I’ll show you to your room. You’ll feel better when you’ve had a shower.”




  Emma left us then. She was widowed, I later discovered, and lived in the next village, a short bus ride away. She promised to look in on Eddie’s cottage before she went home. She wanted to keep it tidy at least until after the funeral.




  Marie’s mom took us up the narrow rickety stairs to a bedroom at the front of the building, overlooking the frozen duck pond. She left us to unpack and when we came downstairs again she was busily preparing a cooked lunch.




  “I thought you’d be hungry after the flight,” she explained.




  I didn’t like to tell her that I would rather eat a cooked meal later in the day, as we did at home in LA. So we did the best we could with a steak pie and the sort of French fries the Brits call chips.




  * * * *




  Still feeling whacked, Marie decided to lie down after we’d eaten. Being more used to long-distance flying, I was pretty well recovered so I left her to rest and went for a walk around the village. I still needed a stiff drink and I thought I might find a bar. Instead, I found an old English pub.




  Like most of the buildings in Winterbourne Worthy, it was thatched, with whitewashed walls that had long since warped out of alignment. A sign outside told me it was called “The King’s Head”. Not being well up on English history, I didn’t know which king, or the significance of his head. The stone-flagged saloon was empty except for the landlord, a heavily-whiskered man with a ruddy face who was polishing his beer mugs. He seemed to be in his mid-fifties.




  He looked up and grinned at me. “Afternoon to ’ee, sir.” Most English people would probably insist otherwise but, to an American, the Dorset accent sounds too much like Robert Newton playing the part of Long John Silver in Treasure Island. I suppose they have the same confusion with our State-side accents.




  I rubbed my hands together to bring them back to life. “It’s a chilly one, barman. What sort of beer do you keep?”




  “Only the good stuff, sir. We’re a free house, you see, so we don’t have to limit ourselves to one brand.” He surveyed his line of pump handles. “We don’t sell that fizzy lager beer any more. The locals don’t want it. We only sell proper ale.”




  “So, what do you recommend?”




  He reached out for the nearest pump handle. “This one’s called “Ringwood Old Thumper”. A good one to start with if you’re new to English beer. A strong but distinctive taste.”




  “Is it cold?” I asked. “Back home in the States I was warned about your warm beer.”




  He laughed. “It’s as cold as you’d get a beer in America, sir. The days when we served our ale at room temperature are past. Even on chilly days like this. Can I tempt you to a pint?”




  “I’ll give it a try. Is it a Dorset beer?”




  “Not quite.” He began pulling the beer into a pint mug. “It’s made in Ringwood, which is just across the county boundary in Hampshire. But it’s near enough to be a local beer. There you are, have a go at that.”




  I tried a sip and had to admit it had more taste than most beers I’d downed. I might even get used to it in time. “A good choice, barman,” I conceded.




  He looked satisfied. “You on holiday from America, sir?”




  “No, not on holiday. My wife’s related to a man who died here, Eddie Carter.”




  He nodded sagely. “Ah, you’ll be the American who married Zandra de Velieur’s daughter. There was talk of you coming over for the funeral.”




  “Nasty business,” I told him, handing over a five pound note.




  “Nasty business, indeed,” he agreed. He held the note up to the light as if he thought it might be a dud. “Very popular round here, was Mr. Carter. He was a war hero, you know. Fighter pilot with more medals than you could shake a stick at.”




  “I knew he was a flyer.”




  “And a damn good one. You know, sir, every year on his birthday his old wartime mates came to visit him and celebrate with him—those that were still alive, of course. They’d have a party here in this very room.” He handed me my change in a confusing mixture of coins and gestured to a line of black and white photographs hanging farther along the uneven wall. “Come and have a look at this.”




  The pictures were old, dating back to the Second World War. The only common features were the military uniforms; airmen, sailors and soldiers staring into the camera with a curious mixture of sickly grins and dark expressions of fear.




  “These are all men from Winterbourne Worthy who did their bit in the war.” The barman waved one hand across the array. “They’re all dying off now and we aim to keep their memory alive with these pictures. Eddie wasn’t exactly a local man, of course. He came from Plymouth, if I recall. But he made himself popular in the village and we looked upon him as one of our own. That’s him, there.” He pointed to a framed photograph of an RAF pilot standing beside a Spitfire.




  Eddie looked remarkably young in the picture, even allowing for the fact of so many young men being caught up in that conflict. Many fighter pilots of only eighteen or nineteen years died defending their homeland.




  “A brave man,” I said.




  “A brave boy,” he countered, echoing my thoughts. “They all were. Eddie lied about his age to get into the RAF. He told me that himself. He must have had tremendous courage to go up there and fight when he was still only a schoolboy. Tremendous raw courage.”




  “Any idea why he was killed?” I asked.




  He shook his head. “He’d no enemies that any of us knew about. No one had a bad word to say about him. Must have been an outsider hell-bent on robbery.”




  “What did the killer take?”




  “Not a thing, so the police say.” He sucked between clenched teeth. “That’s the odd thing about it. According to what I heard, absolutely nothing was stolen. You’d think something would be missing, wouldn’t you, even if it was a burglary that went wrong.”




  “Very strange,” I agreed.




  I finished my drink and left the pub, continuing on a circuitous tour of the village. I cut across an open field at the back of the main street and then followed a narrow path between bare hedgerows leading me to the rear of the row of thatched cottages where Zandra lived.




  From here, I could see that Eddie Carter’s home was very similar to his sister’s, except that a patio had been built behind the sitting room. A pair of glazed doors—over in England they call them French windows—gave out onto the outside paving. I supposed the intruder had broken in that way.




  I was about to move on when Emma Jones opened the kitchen door and beckoned to me. “Mr. Bodine. Would you like to come in?”




  “As long as you don’t make me a cup of tea.” I started towards her, along the snow-covered garden path.




  “You can have a filter coffee, if you prefer. I always kept some in the pantry for Mr. Carter.” She shivered and briefly wrapped her arms about her broad middle.




  “Coffee? That’s better.” I banged my shoes against the doorstep to dislodge the caked snow while Emma stood back and held the door open for me.




  “I thought you might want to see where it happened,” she said as I stepped into the small, tidy kitchen. “It’s sure to upset Mrs. Bodine, but you’ll be man enough to see it.” She slammed the door shut behind me.




  “Marie’s having a lie down, feeling a bit jet-lagged,” I told her. “With luck, she’ll be asleep.”




  “That’s good.” She waddled away ahead of me, leading me on into a low-ceilinged room with dark beams and white walls, just like Zandra’s sitting room. “This is where Mr. Carter was watching the television when he was attacked. The television was still on with the volume turned up loud when they found him the next morning. He was a bit deaf, you see.”




  “I remember the deafness,” I said. “Who found him?”




  “The postman. He always called at breakfast time. He used to walk in and have a cup of tea with Mr. Carter while they talked about the latest news. I usually came in around the middle of the morning to dust and clean up. The postman found the front door locked that morning, so he walked round the back of the cottage and found the French windows wide open.” She pointed to a low-back leather arm chair. Blood still stained the cover. “Mr. Carter was in that seat there. He’d been lying there all night.” She lowered her voice. “Dead and alone.”




  “And nothing was stolen?”




  “No. The police say the burglar must have taken fright.” She stared at me, arms now firmly folded across her ample chest. “I don’t know what to make of it, Mr. Bodine, none of us do. Is there a madman on the loose around here?”




  “I reckon the police would have warned you if there was.”




  “You think so?” She seemed not to be listening to me as she strode across the room to an open bureau. “The police turned the place over looking for clues. When they were finished it took me a whole day to get it all back to normal, the way Mr. Carter would have wanted it.”




  I prowled around the room, pausing to pick up a silver fountain pen from the bureau. It looked old and well used. I rolled it between my fingers. “Is this Eddie’s?”




  Emma nodded and a strange look crept across her face, a look of fear. “The police took it away but they brought it back, along with all the other things they took away to examine.”




  “Why did they examine this? It’s just a pen.” I turned it over and found nothing unusual about it, except for an inscription that read, To Eddie from Susanne with love.




  Emma put a hand to her face. “It’s the only pen Mr. Carter ever used. He’s had it since the war. The Second World War, that is. Susanne was his wife, you see, so she must have given it to him. She died three or four years ago.”




  “Where was the pen on the night of the murder?”




  “On the floor, beside his chair. He must have dropped it.”




  “You mean, he dropped it when he was attacked?”




  For a moment, she looked flustered. “I wouldn’t know. The police say there are no fingerprints on it, except Mr. Carter’s.”




  “No notes or letters? Just the pen?”




  She gritted her teeth and stared at it like it would jump up and bite her. Her voice was suddenly hard, dismissive. “Just the pen.”




  I took a few more seconds to think about it and then placed it back on the bureau. “If the police see nothing significant in it, there’s not a lot I can say. Maybe he was planning on writing a letter.”




  “His wife was a great one for writing letters.”




  “Did you know Mrs. Carter well?”




  “Yes.” Her tone warned of a growing dyspeptic ill temper. “They were such a loving couple. Who could have been so cruel to an old man who was liked by everyone?” She lurched towards the door. “I’ll go and make the coffee.”




  In the event, the coffee wasn’t as good as I expected and there was little more Emma Jones could tell me about the murder. I stayed long enough to see her annoyance begin to dissipate and got back to Zandra’s cottage in the middle of the afternoon. Marie was still lying on the bed but she hadn’t slept. It seemed she was just too tense to relax.




  That evening we went to bed early, leaving her mom watching a film on the television. I liked the bedroom, small though it was. The four-poster with its faded drapes was obviously too large, but enough space remained to fit in a wardrobe and a low chair beside the coal fire. Even with central heating throughout the cottage, Zandra liked to push aside the chilly corners with open fires.




  The cottage had only two bedrooms. What had once been a third bedroom was now divided up to make two en-suite bathrooms. A narrow door in one corner of our bedroom opened into our en-suite and that was something I needed right then.




  “Mind if I take a bath?” I said as Marie started undressing. I wanted to shake off the accumulated sweat from sleeping overnight on an airplane.




  “As long as you don’t take too long,” Marie replied.




  In the event, I wallowed too long in the hot sudsy water, my mind ranging over the terrible thing that had happened here in this quiet little village. As a consequence, I forgot Marie’s instruction.




  “You look pensive, darling.” She’d stepped into the tiny room without a sound. Totally naked, she settled herself on the side of the bath. I never ceased to be amazed at how a woman of thirty-two could retain the figure of an eighteen-year old. Her narrow waist, her firm tits that jutted out as if demanding attention, and her slender thighs all added up to a body that looked like it had been trapped, unchanged in a time warp.




  “Just thinking about your Uncle Eddie,” I confessed.




  “Don’t. Let’s not dwell on it now.” She leaned over to kiss me. At the same time she slipped her hand down into the hot water between my legs, teasing my cock. “Are you too tired?”




  “Am I ever too tired for you, honey?” I queried. Truth to tell, I was getting sleepy but there are some things in life you just don’t say no to. As if in full agreement, my cock responded to her touch and the head rose up through the surface like a submarine periscope breaking out.




  I pulled her face closer and kissed her deeply, sliding my tongue between her lips. When we pulled apart, she whispered, “Come into the bedroom and fuck me. I need you in bed with me now.” When Marie said “fuck” it always came out as one of the most delicious words in the English language.




  I left the water in the bath and followed her into the bedroom. Within moments, we were cuddled up close beneath the duvet, her warm flesh tight up against mine. We always slept naked, had done since long before we were married. Marie had a thing about nudity, believing it was the way we were meant to be. At home in LA, she often wandered round the house totally naked and we had a private back yard where she would relax in the nude. Some of the best sex we had was out there under a clear blue sky. At times, it saddened her that it never led to a pregnancy. She once told me that if we had a daughter she would want her to grow up accepting nudity as normal, but it looked like that was never going to happen and we were getting used to the idea of spending our lives together without a family.




  I’d switched the room light off, but her face remained glowing in the flickering firelight. “You sure you’re not too tired?” she asked.




  “Not too tired.” Being at ease with her sexual needs, I knew exactly what she wanted and I was ready to give it to her. Back home, we fucked whenever the opportunity arose, day and night. Although we’d both come to accept her inability to conceive, sex was still important to us. It was also a matter of daily pleasure in one another’s bodies.




  She laughed lightly and wrapped her hand around my rigid penis. “I need you tonight, Mike. More than anything, I need you to help me relax. Help me sleep.”




  “The bed seems old,” I observed. “It might squeak a bit. Your mom might hear.”




  “I don’t care. I need you to give me one of your best fucks. The sort of mind-blowing sex that only you can give me.” She eyed me coyly. “Will you do that for me? Will you fuck me until I go out of my mind?”




  “With pleasure.” I cupped a hand beneath one breast and began softly kissing her lips, slowly increasing the pressure until I was probing inside her mouth.




  When I drew back, she winked at me slyly. “Now my cunt, Mike. Do that to my cunt, will you?” And the word “cunt” came out every bit as sweet and proper as the way she said “fuck.”




  I pushed aside the duvet and positioned myself between those beautiful, slender thighs, now spread wide. Her pussy was already wet as I nosed my way into the cleft that waited for me and ran my tongue over her clitoris.




  Marie moaned softly and pushed her hips up into my face. I continued alternately flicking my tongue against her clitoris and running it steadily up and down across the hard bump. She grabbed at my hair as her first orgasm arose, but I kept up the tongue action until she let out a long, loaded gasp. Then I knew that she was on course for a whole series of orgasms.




  I let her linger over that first climax and then began to run my kisses up the length of her body until I reached her lips.




  “Now, Mike,” she whispered. “Fuck me properly now.”




  As if anything could have stopped me! I slid my erection inside her cunt and felt her whole body quiver beneath me. She reached her second climax shortly after I started pumping, but I didn’t let up. She needed more and I was determined to give her everything she wanted.




  Within a few minutes her back arched and she let out a loud groan. “Yes! Yes! That’s it!” She bucked her hips against me, flesh slapping against flesh, faster and faster until we both reached an orgasm together. At the same moment, she cried out and I shot off inside her, my cock twitching and jerking.




  Afterwards, we both slept soundly until daylight.




  Chapter 2




  The police called at the cottage the next morning.




  I’d showered and trotted downstairs while Marie was still in bed enjoying a cup of tea. She still looked tired, too tired to attempt the sort of early-morning wake-up sex we both enjoyed back home. Instead, I left her propped up against the pillows, sipping at a bone china teacup and staring at the snowflakes now drifting lightly past the leaded window panes.




  Zandra was frying bacon and eggs over her Aga cooker when someone rattled the doorknocker. I went to answer it, expecting to see Emma Jones on the doorstep. Instead, I came up against this tall, grey-haired guy in a dark suit.




  He gave me a suspicious look. “Good morning, sir. Is Mrs. de Velieur at home?”




  “Depends on who wants to see her.” Not knowing who he was, I planted myself full in the doorway in case the local press were out for a story.




  He flashed his ID card at me. “Detective Chief Inspector Diamond.”




  “In that case, she’s at home.” I stepped back to let him in. He was a good-looking guy of around fifty with just a touch of paunchiness about him. Not enough to detract too much from what he might have been in his younger days, but noticeable. He spoke with the sort of clear diction you’d expect from an educated Englishman and I figured he had a sharp brain even if he had jumped to some dubious conclusions in this case. The idea of a thief killing Eddie and then stealing nothing still didn’t ring true with me.




  “You’re a friend of Mrs. de Velieur?” he enquired.




  “Son-in-law.”




  He nodded as if the information fitted with what he already knew. I led him through to the kitchen where Zandra was setting out my breakfast on a small pine table. She nodded a silent greeting to the cop and wiped her hands on her apron.




  “Detective Chief Inspector—” I began by way of introduction.




  “I know Mr. Diamond,” Zandra snapped back, making no attempt to hide an underlying air of annoyance. “What do you want today, Chief Inspector? Haven’t you poked into our lives enough all ready?”




  “Just a few questions, Mrs. de Velieur. Nothing that need take up too much of your time.” He sat down at the table uninvited.




  “Mind if I get on with my breakfast?” I took the seat opposite him and surveyed a plate of bacon, sausage, egg and mushroom—what they call an English breakfast. Diamond shrugged as if it was of no concern to him.




  Zandra set a flower-patterned china teapot between us. “You must have known I’d have the tea brewed, Mr. Diamond.” She shuffled away to collect an extra cup.




  “I’d just like to go over a couple of points again, Mrs. de Velieur. I know it’s painful for you and you do have my sympathies, but I have to be sure of the facts.” He poured himself a cup of tea, took two lumps of sugar and then pulled a notebook from his pocket. He studied it thoughtfully for a few seconds.




  “Get a move on,” Zandra snapped as she loomed over him.




  “I only want to clarify something, Mrs. de Velieur.” He picked up the tea cup, sipped at it and then returned his attention to the notebook. “Your brother died at around ten o’clock in the evening. Between nine-thirty and ten-thirty, as near as we can judge. You say that you last saw him when he called in here for a chat around six-thirty.”




  “Do I have to go through it all again? Eddie came round most evenings for a chat, unless he was feeling unwell. And he wasn’t unwell that evening. He was a bit down in the mouth about something, but he wasn’t unwell. He said he had some matters to clear up.”




  “What matters?”




  “I don’t know.” She waved a hand dismissively. “I thought he said something about ‘the twins being too greedy’ but I can’t be sure. I was feeling tired at the time. I do get tired, you know, most people do at my age. Maybe I wasn’t listening too carefully.”




  “The twins were too greedy? You didn’t tell me that the last time I spoke to you.”




  “Didn’t I? I thought I did. When you get to my age, Mr. Diamond, the memory doesn’t always work too well. Anyway, I’m telling you now, not that it amounts to much.”




  He drew in a sharp breath between his teeth. “All right. So tell me more. Who are the twins?”




  She stood close beside him, avoiding his gaze and pouring herself a cup of tea. “I’ve no idea. I may have misheard. Probably did.”




  “What else did he say?”




  Zandra let out a long sigh of annoyance. She sat down at the table and put her hands flat on the surface. “Why do you have to keep on at me, Mr. Diamond? Haven’t I told you enough already?”




  “Think carefully, Mrs. de Velieur. What else did he say?”




  “I can’t remember everything. He may have mentioned someone called Nancy, but I don’t know anyone called Nancy. It can’t have been important.”




  “Nancy?” Diamond jotted down the name in his small notebook. “That’s something else you didn’t tell me before. What about Nancy?”




  Zandra shook her head. “I don’t know. I told you, I don’t know anyone of that name. Are you deaf?”




  Diamond let out a short puff of breath. “Keep calm, Mrs. de Velieur. You told us your brother left your cottage around eight, and you were alone for the remainder of that evening. What time did you go to bed that night?”




  “Eleven. I always go to bed at eleven.”




  “That means you were awake when the murder happened. You said that you heard nothing strange, but is it possible you may have heard something and not treated it as unusual?”




  “Such as?”




  “A car? You live quite close to the road so you’d probably have heard a car pulling up or leaving.”




  “I already told you, I heard nothing unusual, Mr. Diamond. Can’t you accept that?”




  I could see Zandra beginning to get upset, so I decided to cut in. “You’re quite sure it was an intruder, Chief Inspector?” I put down my knife and fork, knowing I wouldn’t be able to cope with the English breakfast. It was too greasy for my taste and the cop was giving me an excuse to avoid eating it.




  He sniffed and nodded at the same time. “Oh, yes. The French windows were wide open when the body was found. There were footprints in the snow leading up to them and others leading away. The ones leading away were on top of the others. Someone broke in and went out the same way.”




  “And the other doors?”




  “Locked.”




  “The postman?” I suggested. “The one who found the body?”




  “Yes, he left his footprints behind. But his trail went round the side of the cottage, on the path that’s close to the wall. We’ve eliminated him. What we’re interested in is this other set of footprints that ran across the back garden from the fields behind.”




  I nodded. Across the garden: that would be where I’d walked the previous afternoon. I decided to change the line of enquiry. “What about the murder weapon?”




  “A heavy piece of metal. Possibly a piece of steel, narrow but with a flat surface.”




  “And that single blow to the head killed him?”




  “The autopsy report showed no other possible cause of death. There were no other lacerations about his body, no suspicious chemicals inside him, no sign of asphyxiation. It was the head injury that did the trick.”




  “Some trick,” I observed cynically. “Who would want to kill an old man like that?”




  “We figure it was a burglary that went wrong. No one round here can pinpoint a single enemy who might have done this. Mr. Carter was well liked by everyone in the village.” He shrugged. “Most probably, some opportune burglar saw the French windows open, went in on the off-chance of stealing something and found Mr. Carter in the room.”




  “But nothing was taken,” I pointed out.




  “No. The killer must have taken fright and left in a hurry.”




  I wasn’t convinced. “Just one more question, Chief Inspector. Why do you figure the French windows were left open? They must have been left open if the killer was to get inside the cottage.”




  He shrugged. “We don’t know.”




  “Don’t you think it odd that an elderly man would leave them wide open on a freezing cold night?”




  “Maybe they weren’t wide open when the burglar got in. Maybe they were simply ajar.”




  “But you figure they weren’t closed.”




  “Couldn’t have been. The front door and back door were locked. Only the French windows were open and all the snowy footprints came and went that way.”




  I still wasn’t convinced.




  Diamond must have seen the lack of conviction in my face and decided to veer away from that line of enquiry. He switched his attention back to Zandra. “You won’t mind if I put in an appearance at the funeral tomorrow?”




  “You’ll keep out of my way?” she countered.




  “Absolute discretion. My word on it.”




  “And no other policemen cluttering up the church?”




  “Only myself.”




  “In that case…” She stood up and went away to tend to her Aga.




  Diamond resorted to small talk for the next five minutes while he finished his cup of tea. Then he left. Emma Jones came in shortly after and she immediately set to work dusting and polishing.




  I went back upstairs to where Marie was still in bed. She stretched out her arms as I closed the door, grinning at me with a coy expression.




  “Ready to get up?” I asked.




  “No, but I’m ready to have you get up…inside me,” she whispered and blew me a kiss.




  “Zandra’s getting your breakfast ready,” I pointed out, sitting down on the bed beside her.




  “It can wait.” She clasped my crotch in one hand and pulled me closer to her. She let the following words out slowly, softly, seductively. “You didn’t fuck me this morning, my husband. That’s two mornings in a row I haven’t been fucked and you know how much I enjoy it.”




  “The first of those two mornings we were aboard the flight,” I pointed out.




  “Fair enough, but there’s no excuse this morning. Is there?” She released my crotch to begin unzipping my pants.




  I took the hint quickly enough, pulled off my clothes and climbed into the bed beside her. We kissed for a few seconds while I fingered her wet cunt, but she was already geared up for me. Her juices were running freely.




  “Fuck me now, Mike,” she cooed.




  God, but how I loved the way she said it, and that beautiful way she had of pursing her lips. They just oozed sensuality.




  She lay on her back and brought her legs up so she could rest them on my shoulders. She fluttered her eyelids as she smiled at me and nothing could stop me thrusting my rigid cock into her. She needed no build-up, but instantly cried out and arched her back. I guess she must have been lying there, anxiously waiting for this while I was downstairs.




  Her breathing became even more rapid and she cried out again as I shot my jets of hot sperm into her. I kept on thrusting faster and faster, then eventually slower, and slower, until finally I fell out of her and we just lay side-by-side holding each other.




  When she’d recovered, she kissed me and whispered, “I love you,” with her eyes shining brightly.




  Right then I loved her too much to even begin to describe my feelings. Instead, I told her, “Don’t ever think of letting me out of your sight. I couldn’t bear life without you.”




  No reply was needed. Instead, Marie grinned at me and kissed me again.




  When we got downstairs, Zandra had set Marie’s fried breakfast in the Aga to keep it warm. When she put it out on the table, Marie gritted her teeth and made an effort to tackle it. Having grown up in France, she had little taste for English fried foods.




  “I’m sure you must be ravenous,” I said teasingly. “Maybe your mom’ll cook you some more.”




  She glared at me behind her mom’s back. “Can’t you find something better to do?”




  “Sure. I need a breath of air. Make sure you eat up all those sausages.” I skipped away before she could hit out at me. She’d told me earlier she wanted to spend some value time with her mom, so I decided to go for a walk and give them some space.




  From the frozen duck pond opposite Zandra’s cottage, the village street ran up a slight rise alongside a small, but fast-running river. It ran only in the winter months and gave the Winterbourne Valley its name. Marie told me that bourne came from the old English word for a river and Worthy came from the old English word for a homestead. So this village was once a homestead alongside a river that ran only in the winter. For someone who was only half English, my wife had been doing well in educating me about the locality.




  The road turned sharp left in front of the graveyard surrounding the parish church of St. David. Like most very old English graveyards, it was raised above the level of the road and the surrounding land. Again, my mind went back to Marie’s explanation. It had taken many hundreds of years, she said, for the graveyard to rise up above the road. Many years of soil from each new grave being spread over the consecrated ground until the surface was five or six feet above its original level. No wonder the church windows looked to be set low in the walls. No wonder Zandra had warned me about the well-worn stone steps at the church entrance, leading down into the nave.




  I wandered slowly up through the graveyard, following a slushy path curving around between rows of silent gravestones. I was interested in one particular open grave and Zandra had told me where to find it, about ten yards from the church door. When I came to it I bent to brush off a layer of snow from the headstone. The inscription was clear.




  

    

      James Carter




      Beloved son of Susanne and Edward




      Born 10th February 1947




      Died 21st October 1968




      Taken too soon.




      Susanne Carter




      Born 16th January 1926




      Died 6th March 1995




      At rest after a long illness.


    


  




  Marie had told me the sad story of James Carter before we left LA. The boy had shown so much academic promise at school. He went on to university to read medicine and came down with an illness no one could cure. Within two days he was dead and his parents never recovered from their grief.




  Below Susanne’s inscription a space had been left for the addition of one more dedication. That space would be filled soon after Eddie’s interment. I stayed a few minutes to contemplate the souls of these two people, the son taken so early in his life and the mother who’d suffered from a virulent form of cancer. I removed my hat and bowed my head because it seemed an appropriate way to acknowledge these two people who I’d never met. In my mind I pictured Eddie coming here each day to stand in this same spot by the grave and remember the good times his family had enjoyed. I could almost feel the ghost of his presence now.
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