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  Prologue




  It was a phone call from her mom in England that finally knocked Simone over the edge. I shouldn’t have been surprised. It came at a time when our lives were already nose-diving into an emotional quagmire.




  Earlier that evening I’d turned on the television and caught a film about men with painted faces pretending to be medieval Scotsmen driving the hated English from their land. Even my limited understanding of British history placed the script in the realms of fantasy. Simone poured herself a glass of wine and pointedly turned her chair to look away. She had a thing about Anglophobia.




  “You don’t mind if I catch the big game instead?” Without waiting for a reply, I switched channels to watch the Los Angeles Dodgers playing at home in the Dodgers Stadium.




  Simone continued to look away. Baseball didn’t amuse her any more than the film. She remained quiet and pensive. She probably thought I wasn’t paying attention to what she was doing; probably imagined I was too taken up with the game to notice anything else.




  Wrong, Simone. Just plain wrong.




  I’d built up thousands of flying hours with the US Air Force before I started working for American Interstate. Still in my late thirties, I was already one of their more experienced pilots. It was my job to notice when things weren’t right: oil pressure, jet pipe temperature, a multitude of cockpit warning lights. Dammit, I was conditioned to notice when things weren’t right! Even with the distraction of the LA Dodgers playing a home game, I could spot all the tell-tale signs. I tried to put them from my mind but, eventually, I couldn’t take any more.




  “Are you okay?” I asked quietly. Stupid thing to say, in hindsight, because she was damn well not okay. Hadn’t been okay for weeks. Not since the final report from the clinic.




  Cold rain was beating against the window, running down the glass like a waterfall. But it was the coldness inside the house that bothered me. It had slid between us so insidiously and was now growing out of control.




  “Fine. I’m fine.” She turned to me with a light nervous smile, as if she was wondering what was going on inside my head. “What about you? You look tired.”




  “Ummmh”




  “What does that mean?” Her voice took on a sharp tone of annoyance as she leaned back in her chair. She pulled up her knees and wrapped her arms about them. She looked decidedly uncomfortable as she reached out for her wine glass, lifted it to her lips and emptied it in one go. The bottle beside her seat was already drained.




  “Don’t you think that’s enough for one evening?” I said firmly. I tried to sound calm, in control of myself, but I wasn’t. Far from it.




  “You mean this?” She tapped a finger against her empty glass. “Don’t fuss, Henry. It’s only wine. Everyone knows you can drink buckets of this stuff without getting tipsy.”




  Did she really believe that? Simone was half French so maybe that had something to do with it. I’d often tried to figure out how she coped with half of her being emotionally reserved English and the other half exuberant French. Someone once told me the French weaned their kids on wine. It was mother’s milk to them.




  “Overdoing it every night is a mug’s game,” I said.




  “Don’t be silly.” She stretched her legs out straight, good quality legs with firm muscles and flawless skin. It was only when she stretched out her arms that I detected the tremble.




  “I’m not being silly. I think we need to talk.” I felt my neck muscles go tense, leaned forward and switched off the television; a decisive jab at the remote control button.




  “Oh? Is the ballgame over already?” She stared at me as if I had deliberately put the home team at risk of losing. “It’s an important match, isn’t it?”




  “There are more urgent matters than the Dodgers. Let’s talk, Simone.”




  “What about?”




  “You. You’re drinking too much. Have been since we heard.” I felt guilty criticizing her because I’d been affected as well. I found it difficult to relax with her in the way I once had. I couldn’t explain it, even to myself. Maybe that was half the problem. Some nights, when it got too bad, I let her go to bed early and then I slept in the spare room. Come the morning she never said anything about it and I wondered if she was glad not to have me in bed with her.




  “Heard what?” she asked, as if she really didn’t know. Or care.




  “The test results,” I said slowly. “Us not being able to have a family. Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about, Simone.”




  She opened her mouth and her chin quivered before she replied. “It’s not us that can’t have a family, Henry. It’s me!”




  I conceded the point with a sigh. “And it’s affecting you badly, isn’t it? You’re too young to be pickling your liver in alcohol.”




  “Don’t try to be funny.”




  “Who’s trying,” I snapped.




  “Oh, you! You’re just making a fuss over nothing.” She put down her glass and stood up suddenly, too suddenly. She threw a hand to her forehead, wobbled on her feet and fell back into the chair. “Must have got up too quickly,” she mumbled.




  I took a deep breath. “Please don’t try to walk away from me, Simone. This has got to stop.”




  “What? What has to stop?” She spread her hands apart. Her fingernails were chewed back to the fingertips. Once she had painted her nails regularly. Not now.




  “That!” I pointed to the empty glass. “You finished off a whole bottle last night, and the night before. It’s getting out of hand, Simone.”




  Again her chin quivered. As her remaining self-confidence crumbled, a single tear appeared below her left eye. “You just don’t understand, do you? This is all I have now: an empty house and a bottle of wine.” She slumped forward in the chair and slurred the words at me through clenched teeth.




  “You have me,” I reminded her. “We still have each other. We’ll always have each other.”




  “It’s not enough, Henry. This house is not enough. You’re not...” She put a hand to her mouth. A flush ran through her cheeks as she looked up at me.




  “I’ll pretend you didn’t mean to say that.” I would have added more—that it was a despicable and hurtful remark—but her tears were now erupting from both eyes. Reluctantly, I let her be. She curled herself into a fetal position and sobbed. It damn near broke my heart to hear it.




  And that was when the phone rang.




  Chapter 1




  January 1999




  A death in her family was the last thing Simone needed. But this wasn’t just another family bereavement. This was murder. Her Uncle Eddie had been brutally killed in his own home. Battered to death by an intruder, so the police reckoned. The effect upon Simone was almost instant. Somewhere inside her head a psychological switch must have clicked on and I had no idea how to switch it off again. Her drinking went further out of control.




  Two days after we got the news, we were on an American Interstate flight to London Heathrow. News travelled fast around the company and the check-in crew had enough compassion to bump us up to business class. Simone stayed awake throughout the overnight flight, drinking heavily while I was slept. The cabin crew should have noticed, but she wasn’t annoying the other passengers so I guess they turned a blind eye to it. I took her to an airport restaurant when we landed, gave her some time to sober up and made her drink a couple of large coffees. Then I got us a taxi all the way to Dorset.




  Simone’s chin was still quivering when the cab slowly wound its way into snow-bound Winterbourne Worthy, the olde worlde village where her mom lived. The wheels squelched noisily along the narrow, slushy lane that counted as a main street. She drew a sharp breath as we approached her mom’s thatched cottage opposite the frozen village duck pond.




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




  “Do I look all right?” She gritted her teeth, as if she was making some effort to keep her emotions under control. Recent tears had stained her make-up. At least the earlier slur in her voice had disappeared.




  “Maybe not,” I conceded. In truth, she looked like hell warmed up, but I couldn’t tell her anything as blatant as that. “I’m sure you’ll cope,” I added, and I wished I could be sure of that.




  I wiped at the cab’s misted window and glanced outside as it slowed to a halt. Low cloud drifted sullenly across a chilly landscape. It felt like I’d been dropped down onto an English movie lot where they were filming a Dickens Christmas story. It was one of those places Hollywood directors go all-out trying to recreate on film. Made you wonder if the movie lots were real and the rest of the world was just a plaster and wood backdrop. What this place needed was someone dressed as Scrooge shouting, “Humbug!”




  I patted Simone’s icy 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.” Simone wiped the back of her free hand across her eyes. Her ebony hair was still in some disarray. “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 sudden 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 Simone’s mom. Lean as ever, she stood ashen-faced and anxious as if she was contemplating the forthcoming funeral. Simone ran the last few steps up the garden path and enfolded her arms about the old lady while I paid off the cab driver.




  I couldn’t help remembering the last time I flew across the Atlantic because of a violent death. That previous occasion was more heart-rending for me because my kid sister had been killed by a roadside bomb in Belfast. Not the sort of thing you can easily forget. This time I aimed to keep myself some way detached from the deeper emotions that attach themselves to a funeral, if only for Simone’s sake.




  I’d met Eddie Carter only once before, the time 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. Maybe it was because of our flying backgrounds that we got on well together.




  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 Simone’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 Simone by a good two inches. She looked frail as a china figurine, so easily damaged, and yet, despite that, she still had such sharp, intelligent eyes. I remembered them because of the depth of their penetrating gaze. Deep enough to reach my soul. I recalled how she’d interrogated me when Simone 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, even though 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 discomfort 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.




  Without Simone.




  “Come along in, Henry.” 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 called her Zandra and she insisted I should do the same.




  “You’ve come when I need you most.” She looked me straight in the face and I saw then that her cheeks were damp from recent tears. “That’s good enough for me.”




  In the background a grey-haired woman occupied a chair beside the roaring coal fire, and a young girl sat cross-legged on the floor beside her. A small, blonde child in sweater and jeans, I guessed she was around eleven or twelve years of age. She had a solemn, little-girl-lost look about her that made you wonder if she’d been weaned too soon. The old lady looked to be in her early sixties. She stood up to greet Simone 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.” Her voice was caked with the roughness of a rural dialect.




  “Glad to meet you.” I took her hand, wondering what role she played in the house.




  “This is Emma Jones,” Zandra said, coming between us. “She’s Eddie’s daily help.”




  “Was his daily help. I’ll need to look for a new job now.” Emma gestured to the girl to stand up, as if our arrival was a signal for them both to leave.




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




  Emma nodded in acknowledgement. “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 much longer, right next door to where Mr Carter died.” Her voice was strangely composed in the circumstances, but I figured she was only a daily help; she wasn’t emotionally involved like Zandra.




  “A nasty business, for sure. 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 Kathy and me go and put the kettle on for you before we go, 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 waddled off and the youngster followed silently in her footsteps.




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




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




  “Emma’s grand-daughter. She’s lived with Emma since her parents died. She’s been helping both of us tidy up Eddie’s cottage, but she’ll be back at school next week.”




  “I’m glad you’ve had some help, Zandra.”




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




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




  “We were upgraded.” Simone 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. “Henry was able to get some sleep in business class.”




  “But not you, Simone?”




  “Too emotionally upset.” It was a neat way of avoiding the full story.




  Zandra seemed to take the reply for what it was. “You need a cup of tea. Sit down and rest. I’ll show you your room later.” She eased herself into the easy chair Emma had been using and she gestured Simone 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. Simone’s school prizes, I assumed. I determined to check them out later.




  Meantime, I had to endure this painful reunion. Despite the Merry England image, there was nothing cheery about the occasion. The atmosphere was tense with an aura of sadness that even the cheery 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 tea tray from the kitchen. Her grand-daughter, Kathy, followed with a plate of cute little cookies they call biscuits. The girl seemed to be over-awed by our arrival and she stared at me as if I was an alien from another planet. Maybe she’d never met an American before.




  Emma paused in front of Simone’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, mummy?” Simone 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.




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




  Zandra’s hand was shaking when Emma cut in. “They’ve questioned almost everyone in the village. But no one seems to have a clue who did it. I mean, 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 brutally attacked,” Emma said, compressing her lips. “Beaten to death. Bashed around the head.”




  I knew that much already, but said nothing more. The rest of 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.” Simone’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 and the young girl left us then. Eddie’s cleaning lady was widowed, I later discovered, and lived in the next village, a short bus ride away. She promised to look in on the old guy’s cottage before she went home. Said she wanted to keep it tidy, at least until after the funeral.




  Simone’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 shower. 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. So we did the best we could with a steak pie and the sort of French fries the Brits call chips. Zandra offered to open a bottle of wine, but I quickly put a stop to that. Told her it would seem wrong to be drinking at a time like this. Simone gave me a sharp look and chewed at her lower lip, but she said nothing.




  * * * *




  Simone decided to lie down after we’d eaten. I was glad because she was looking very pale. Being more used to long-distance flying, and having slept on the flight, I was pretty well recovered. 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.” He surveyed his line of pump handles. “You’ll be the American chap who married Zandra de Velieur’s daughter.”




  “Good guess. What do you recommend?”




  He reached out for the nearest pump handle. “This one’s called ‘Old Thumper.’”




  “Is that what it does to your head? Or your stomach?”




  He eyed me warily. “Depends how much you drink, sir.”




  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,” I conceded.




  He looked satisfied. “You’ve flown over from America, sir?”




  “The airplane did. Guess I just went along for the ride.”




  He gave me another wary look as if he didn’t fully understand. “They tell me you’re a pilot, so you’ll be used to airplanes.”




  “It helps, especially when you sit at the front end.” I pointed to the line of beer handles. “You’re a barman, so you’ll be used to pulling these things, I suppose.”




  “It helps, especially when you’re standing here serving foreigners.” Then he winked at me. “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 feature was 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. I figured a barman would pick up most of the local gossip.




  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—in England they call them French windows—gave out onto the outside paving. I supposed the intruder must have 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 English 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.




  “Ah, 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,” Emma 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.




  “Simone’s having a lie down, feeling a bit jet-lagged,” I told her. Why did I need to mention jet-lag? Was it because the truth was still bugging me? “With luck, she’ll be asleep.”




  “That’s good.” Emma waddled ahead of me, leading me into a low-ceilinged room with dark beams and white walls, just like Zandra’s sitting room. Her grand-daughter was busily dusting around the furniture. She gave me a long, open-mouthed look before turning back to her tasks.




  “Looks cozy,” I said.




  “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, and it looked valuable. The sort of thing any self-respecting thief would want to steal. I rolled it between my fingers. “Is this Eddie’s?”




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




  “Must be worth a dollar or two.” I turned it over and discovered a silver hallmark. Alongside that was 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. I suppose he must have dropped it.”




  I felt my face curl into a frown. “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.”




  “What about notes or letters? Was he writing something at the time he was attacked?”




  She gritted her teeth and stared at it like it would jump up and bite her. Her voice was suddenly hard, dismissive. “I wouldn’t know about that.”




  I took a few more seconds to think about it and then placed the pen back on the bureau. “If the police see nothing significant in it, there’s not a lot either of us can say.”




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




  “Did you know Mrs Carter well?”




  “Yes.” Her tone was hardening even more, warning 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.”




  The girl hurried away after her grand-mother, as if she was afraid of being left alone with me. I got the impression she might have been a nervous sort of child. 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 I got back to Zandra’s cottage in the middle of the afternoon. Simone was still lying on the bed, but she hadn’t slept. It seemed she was just too tense to relax and she hadn’t been able to take a drink to calm her down.




  That evening we went to bed early, leaving Simone’s 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 room opened into our en-suite, and that was something I needed right then.




  “Mind if I take a bath?” I said as Simone started undressing.




  “As long as you don’t take too long,” she replied. She looked away from me as she spoke. I doubted it was an accidental move.




  In the event, I wallowed too long in the sudsy bath, much too long. The water turned cool while my mind ranged over the terrible thing that had happened here in this quiet little village. As a consequence, I forgot Simone’s instruction until she stepped into the tiny room without a sound and settled herself on the side of the tub.




  “You look pensive, darling.” The word “darling” immediately set alarm bells ringing. She hadn’t used that word since we got the clinic report. And there was something false about the way it came out.




  There was also something disturbing about the way she seemed to be drawing attention to her nudity. She pushed the tip of her tongue between her lips and licked at nothing. In better circumstances the ploy might have worked on me. 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 breasts 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 wondering about your Uncle Eddie,” I confessed, buying myself thinking time.




  “Don’t. Let’s not dwell on it now.” She leaned over to kiss me and I smelt whiskey on her breath. The alarm bells were now clanging at full blast, but Simone seemed to be unaware of my anxiety. “Are you too tired for me? I can help you relax, Henry.”




  “I thought you were washed out after the flight,” I said.




  She turned her head away and muttered at me in barely audible words. “If you come into the bedroom I’ll let you make love to me.” It sounded more like a concession than something she actually wanted.




  I left the water in the bath and followed her into the bedroom. She lay back in the bed and patted the pillow at my side. It didn’t take much effort to spot the whiskey bottle half-hidden beneath her pillow. I had no idea where she got it from.




  “What is it you want, Simone?” I slipped into the bed, but kept some distance between us. We were in dangerous territory now, and I wanted to recover that bottle before she took another swig at it.




  She leaned closer, eyelids fluttering. “Don’t sound so suspicious. I simply want you to—”




  I knew what was coming, but I was having none of it. “No lies, Simone. What do you really want from me? What sort of game do you think you’re playing?”




  “Game? Is that what you think it is?” She turned onto her back, sank herself lower in the bed and stared up at the ceiling. A long minute passed. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we’ve both been playing games these past few months. The thing is... I want to stay here. With mummy.”




  I felt my whole body stiffen. “You can’t. Our home is in LA.”




  “Home? Is that what you call it?” Her seductive voice was gone now, replaced by a low hiss. “You spend such a lot of time away on stop-overs. You leave me on my own with no one to talk to. I don’t want to go back there, Henry. I don’t want to be left alone. I want to stay here.”




  “Why?”




  “Because... because I never realized how much I miss England until now.”




  “My job is over there in the States,” I pointed out. “And all our friends are over there.”




  “Your friends, Henry. Your loud, brash friends back there in Los Angeles. But what friends do I have? Very few.”




  I drew a deep breath, resisting the urge to retaliate. “You want to leave me? Is that it?”




  “No. You told me there’s a vacancy for a senior pilot based at Heathrow.”




  I’d forgotten about that and her reminder caught me on the back foot. “Is that what you’re angling for? Is that why you tried to seduce me? To get me to apply for the London job?”




  “It might make things better between us.”




  “It might,” I conceded. Privately I suspected it might make things one whole lot worse. I needed time to think, so I said, “Let’s not talk about it now. Eh?”




  Chapter 2




  The police called at the cottage the next morning.




  I’d showered and crept downstairs while Simone was still in bed, asleep and breathing noisily. Outside the cottage, snowflakes were lightly drifting past the leaded window panes. The village was swathed in white cotton wool.




  “How is Simone this morning?” Zandra was frying bacon and eggs over her Aga cooker. She sounded concerned.




  “Snoring.”




  “She needs a good long sleep. There’s something wrong, isn’t there?” She looked back at me over one shoulder. Her mouth was set in a sharp, horizontal line. “I can tell, you know.”




  “That’s usually the case with a murder.”




  “Don’t beat about the bush, Henry, I’m not stupid...”




  That was when someone rattled the doorknocker. Glad of the reprieve, I went to answer it, expecting to see Emma Jones and her grand-daughter 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 hacks 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 hint of paunchiness about him. Not enough to detract too much from what he might have been in his younger days, but still noticeable. He spoke with the sort of clear diction you’d expect from an educated Englishman and I figured he probably 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 when I see him. He’s been here before,” Zandra snapped at me. She gave the cop a dark look. There was no mistaking her underlying air of annoyance at the cop’s timing. “What do you want today, Chief Inspector? Want to know more about our private business, do you? Haven’t you poked your nose into our lives enough all ready?”




  He wasn’t obviously put out, I’ll say that for him. “Just a few questions, Mrs. de Velieur. Nothing that need take up too much of your time. You just carry on with what you’re doing.” He was still speaking as he sat down at the table uninvited.




  “What did you have for breakfast?” Zandra moderated her voice, eyeing him like she was his mother. The firm line of her mouth didn’t change.




  “A slice of toast.” He didn’t look at her when he replied. Instead he stared at the tea pot.




  “Anyone can see you’re not married.” Zandra pushed an empty cup and saucer towards him and picked up the pot.




  “Why do you say that, Mrs de Velieur?”




  She poured him a cup and left the pot close beside him. “A man like you would marry a woman who could cook a decent breakfast. Am I right?”




  “Sort of. She could cook quite nicely, actually, but she left me.” He sipped the tea and sighed as a contented expression crept over his face.




  “Pity she didn’t leave you her cook book.”




  The cop looked up and smiled warmly. “Pity you’re so much older than me, Mrs. de Velieur. We would’ve made a lovely couple. You doing all the cooking and me enjoying it.”




  “Does anyone mind if I get on with my breakfast?” I took the seat opposite the cop 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, but he let his gaze linger over my food.




  Zandra sat down between us. “I reckon you knew I’d have the tea brewed, Mr Diamond. Just like the last time you called.”




  “I came just 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 drained the first cup of tea and then poured himself a second before he pulled a notebook from his pocket. He studied it thoughtfully for a few seconds.




  “Get a move on,” Zandra snapped.




  “I only want to clarify something, Mrs de Velieur.” He paused to pick up the tea cup again, 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.” She clasped her hands together and rotated her thumbs, each slowly revolving around the other.




  “What matters?” the cop asked.




  “I don’t know.” She released her hands and waved one dismissively. “He was jabbering away and I wasn’t really listening. I was feeling tired at the time. It had been a busy day and I do get so tired in the evenings. When you get to my age you’ll understand.”




  “Did he mention anything unusual?”




  “I don’t know.” Zandra waved a hand expressively. “Well, he might have made some remark about the twins being too greedy.” She suddenly put a hand to her face and turned away. A flush rose in her cheeks. “Oh, for heaven’s sake! Never mind about that. I do get so tired in the evenings and sometimes I mishear things.”




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




  “Didn’t I?” Zandra kept her head averted from him. “Well I’m telling you now, not that it amounts to much. Nothing at all really. Maybe he was talking about those twins in the soap opera serial. You know the one I mean. That program... what’s it called?”




  “Coronation Street?”




  “No. The other one.”




  “Your brother watched that sort of program, did he?”




  “Not that I knew of.”




  Something flickered in Diamond’s eyes, a hint of frustration. “You’re telling me he didn’t watch the soaps, but he talked about a couple of the characters getting greedy.” He drew in a sharp breath between his teeth. “That doesn’t sound likely, does it, Mrs de Velieur. So tell me: who do you really think he was talking about?”




  Still avoiding his gaze, she poured herself a cup of tea. “I’ve no idea. Now that I come to think about it, he was babbling on about something else at the time. Cricket, I think it was. I probably misheard.”




  “I see. Cricket. In the middle of winter.” The words were followed by a deep sigh. “All right, we’ll leave that for the moment. What else did he say? What else was he babbling on about?”




  Zandra let out a snort of annoyance. She put her hands flat on the table surface. Finally, she faced him. “Why do you have to keep on at me, Mr Diamond? Haven’t I told you enough already?”




  The cop reached out for the tea pot and helped himself to yet another cup. He took his time over pouring. “Think carefully, Mrs de Velieur. What else did your brother say?”




  “I don’t know. I can’t remember everything, can I?”




  “Take your time.” Diamond clicked his tongue and then put on a rather condescending manner. He stirred the tea slowly, focusing his gaze on it. “Did he mention any names?”




  “Names?” Zandra was looking distinctly flustered now.




  “Any names at all.”




  “He may have mentioned someone called Nancy, but I don’t know anyone called Nancy. It can’t have been important. Another soap opera actress, maybe.”




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




  Zandra slapped one hand on the table, surprisingly hard for a woman of her age. “I don’t know! I told you, I honestly don’t know anyone of that name. Are you deaf?”




  Diamond let out a short puff of breath. “Please keep calm, Mrs de Velieur. I have to check up on every clue.”




  “Everything? Well, he was wearing odd socks! Does that help?”




  The hint of a grin wiped across the cop’s face and was quickly suppressed. “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?” Zandra wrapped her hands together again, rested them on the table top and resumed rotating the thumbs.




  “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?”




  That was when I decided Zandra had had enough, so I cut in with a distracting question. “You’re quite sure it was an intruder, Chief Inspector?” I put down my knife and fork. The English breakfast was too greasy for my taste and the cop was giving me an excuse to avoid eating it.
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