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1


‘She’s trying to kill me!’


Samson O’Brien resisted the urge to let his head drop into his hands in despair. Knuckles white with the effort, he tightened his grip on his biro and smiled at the elderly lady sitting opposite him.


‘Mrs Shepherd . . .’ he began, ‘I really don’t think—’


‘She is. I know she is,’ the old lady interrupted him. ‘I saw her, you see. And now she wants me gone.’


He tried again. ‘Mrs Shepherd, you can’t just accuse someone like that without—’


‘Proof!’ Two frail hands flapped away his protestations. ‘It’s up to you to get the proof. That’s why I want to hire you, young man.’ She smiled, a gentle face under curly white hair, eyes faded behind her glasses, and leaned towards him. ‘You come highly recommended. I heard all about the incident up at High Laithe. Such a dreadful thing. All those dead people. And the fire. Poor Lucy. Suffering all that after what she’s been through. Oh, and I heard about you in your boxer shorts, too . . .’ A dreamy look drifted across her features, her smile becoming even wider, and Samson felt his cheeks beginning to burn.


He doubted the day could get any worse.


What a morning. Could it be any better? Delilah Metcalfe reached the top of the fell, her breath coming in short gasps that punctuated the December air. Lungs burning, she paused, bent at the waist, hands on thighs as she drank in the view before her.


Malham Tarn sparkling blue as the sun crept above the horizon, the dark mass of Darnbrook Fell rising from the red-tinged moor in the distance and, arching over it all, a sharp sky that warned of colder weather to come.


A heavy warmth came to rest against her left leg.


‘How you doing, old boy?’ She reached down and patted the familiar grey head of her Weimaraner. ‘Not too much for you?’


Tolpuddle leaned into her, panting slightly. He’d run well. Considering.


Considering that he’d been stabbed only a month ago.


She tried not to think about it. About the fire at her sister-in-law Lucy’s caravan, the mad chase after a killer, the poor people who’d been murdered. Taking a deep breath, she focused once more on the tarn. It was over. And Tolpuddle was back running with her.


‘We’ll take it easy going home, eh?’


The dog regarded her solemnly, amber eyes bright, no signs of distress. Herriot, the vet, had pronounced him fit enough to accompany her once more, even though she’d not been sure. Not that she hadn’t wanted Tolpuddle back out on the fells. It had been torture going off every morning without her companion, no large shadow stretching out in front of her and pulling her on.


Equally torturous had been returning from a run alone to her cottage at the top of the hill in Bruncliffe, her dog waiting anxiously inside. Usually with some cushion or shoe, or something she’d unwittingly left within paw-reach, torn to shreds beside him.


Separation anxiety. She had a Weimaraner riven with separation anxiety. As well as two businesses in debt, a bank manager on her back, an ex-husband, and a trouble-making tenant who shared her office building – all at the tender age of twenty-nine.


After the last month, none of that seemed to matter any more. She was simply glad that she and Tolpuddle were still alive.


‘Come on then.’ Delilah turned her back on the view with the confidence of a local, knowing it would be there, albeit different, when she ran the next day. And the day after that. And the day after that. As a native of the Yorkshire Dales, she felt part of this landscape, her family history sewn into the fabric of the hills and dales that surrounded her. She pitied any person who wasn’t part of it too.


‘Last one down buys breakfast,’ she shouted, starting to run.


The dog barked and fell into place alongside her. It wasn’t long before his loping stride was outpacing hers, pulling her faster and faster down the hillside towards home.


‘. . . Little things – things no one would notice – they’re going missing. My watch. Arty’s cufflinks. Clarissa’s headscarf . . . Little things. But I notice. I see her. Prowling the corridors late at night—’


‘Did you report your watch missing, Mrs Shepherd?’ Samson asked, trying to rein in the woman’s wandering flow of conversation.


‘Why, no.’ She gave him a fierce look. ‘Why would I report it? It wasn’t my watch that went missing.’ She pulled back the sleeve of her coat to reveal a delicate gold timepiece on her frail wrist. ‘It was Edith’s.’


‘But you just said . . .’ Samson felt his spirit draining from him. Thirty minutes Mrs Shepherd had been in the office. He’d popped out to get milk for his breakfast and she’d been waiting on the doorstep when he returned at barely eight o’clock. It had been half an hour of his life that had sapped him of years to come.


Turning his focus to the window and the large initials D D A spanning the glass, he found himself praying that someone would barge in, asking him to fix their love life. It had happened a couple of times in the last few weeks, unsuspecting lonely hearts mistaking the newly formed Dales Detective Agency for the Dales Dating Agency – an easy misunderstanding when the two businesses were located in the same building and shared the same initials. But while it had irritated him before, right now it would be a welcome diversion from the befuddled waffling of the old lady opposite.


‘Mrs Shepherd,’ he said, deciding it was time to get firm. ‘I’m confused as to why you are here—’


‘Confused?’ She laughed, a tinkle of sound, her eyes sparkling. ‘That’s what they all tell me. I’m confused. But I’m not. I know what I saw. And I know what she’s up to. She’s trying to kill me.’


Bruncliffe. A huddle of houses down below, the town fitted perfectly into the curve of the landscape, a limestone crag towering over the back of it, fells rising on three sides. Standing guard to the north and the south were twin mill chimneys, both now defunct, and cutting through the middle were the direct line of the railway and the meandering path of the river.


It was home, that collection of slate roofs and stone buildings. The only place Delilah Metcalfe had ever lived. On a day like today when the sun was shining, that wasn’t something she was in a hurry to change.


Taking the steps two at a time, she jogged down from Bruncliffe Crag onto Crag Lane, high above the back of the town. Tolpuddle was already heading off to the right towards the small cottage where they lived. But Delilah was looking at her watch.


It was gone eight-thirty. She might as well go straight to work and change there. Especially now it was no longer a secret that she was running again. Since the events the month before, the whole place knew that Bruncliffe’s former champion fell-runner – the woman who’d turned her back on the sport years ago – was back in training. How could they not? She’d chased a killer across the hills. Something like that wasn’t going to stay quiet for long.


‘This way,’ she called, beckoning the dog. ‘Come on.’


Tolpuddle’s ears picked up at the change in direction, he tilted his head sideways and started trotting, making for the steps that would take them down to the town. Like every morning for the past month and a half, he was eager to get to the office. To get to him.


She sighed. Was it worse to have an anxious dog or one that was besotted with the local black sheep? A black sheep with a mane of dark hair and a wicked smile . . . and the ability to turn an entire community upside down within a matter of hours on his return from a fourteen-year exile.


She jogged after her faithless hound. Tolpuddle wasn’t the only one finding being at work a lot more appealing of late.


‘So, will you do it?’


‘Find out who’s trying to kill you?’ Samson asked, incredulous at the words coming out of his own mouth.


‘No. You’re not listening,’ said Mrs Shepherd, her small fist thumping the desk. ‘I told you. I know who’s trying to kill me. I need you to catch her. Preferably before she succeeds.’


‘But I—’


‘And don’t worry,’ she continued, cutting across his excuses. ‘I’ll pay.’ She delved into her bag, placing a compact mirror on the table along with a lipstick, a crumpled tissue, a half-eaten roll of Polo mints and an unusual pillbox with a rainbow of inlaid semi-precious stones across the lid. ‘Here! How much will it be?’ She held up a small black purse and opened the clasps, smiling at him expectantly as she shook coins out into her hand.


‘I don’t think—’


The door crashed open and a large figure loomed in the doorway. ‘Ralph!’ boomed a voice. ‘He’s gone missing!’


Outside the office window, down the narrow confines of Back Street, across the cobbled marketplace where the butcher was just raising the shop blinds and a young woman was opening the estate agent’s, past Peaks Patisserie, which was already busy serving early morning coffees, turning right up Fell Lane with the police station on the corner and the library opposite, up the hill and through the entrance of Fellside Court retirement complex, up on the first floor in a small apartment overlooking the courtyard at the back, a hand was opening a bedroom door.


The shadow that fell across the thick pile of the carpet crossed to the bedside table, where the same hand placed a rainbow-coloured pillbox next to a photograph. With silent steps, the shadow shifted once more and the room was vacated, the door left open.
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‘I’m sorry,’ Samson said, addressing the man who’d barged into the office, ‘but we’re in the middle of a meeting. I’m going to have to ask you to wait outside.’


Clearly, the man was stone-deaf, as he continued to enter the room regardless, tipping his cap briefly at Mrs Shepherd before perching his bulky frame on the edge of the chair next to the old lady. Samson caught the familiar perfume of farmyard.


Clive Knowles, from Mire End Farm up the dale towards Horton, a place notorious under the management of old Ralph Knowles for the ramshackle state of the yard and the neglect of the fields. Samson remembered his mother making his father laugh years ago when she’d pointed out that the Knowles’ farm should be renamed Mire Start, given the state it was kept in.


Judging by the stale smell of beer and body odour issuing from across the desk, in the time Samson had been away from Bruncliffe the current generation hadn’t had a sudden conversion to cleanliness – personal or otherwise.


‘This can’t wait,’ the farmer said forcefully, pointing a thick, dirt-smeared finger in Samson’s direction. ‘Ralph’s gone missing and I need you to find him.’


‘As I’ve already explained, Mr Knowles—’


‘It’s okay, Samson dear,’ said Alice Shepherd. ‘I’m not in a hurry to go home.’ She smiled at the farmer, tiny beside his bulging jacket, and encouraged him to continue. ‘Now, when did you last see Ralph, Mr Knowles?’


The farmer turned to the old lady. ‘Yesterday evening. I checked he was all right before going to bed. He’s been a bit under the weather, you know, a bit out of sorts.’


‘And this morning?’ she enquired.


‘He wasn’t there at breakfast.’


She tutted, shaking her head, a finger on her chin as though pondering this mystery.


‘He won’t cope out there on his own,’ continued the farmer, a crease of concern across his florid forehead.


‘Don’t worry, dear.’ Alice Shepherd patted his knee, releasing another waft of animal aroma. ‘Samson will make us both a cup of tea and then we can get to the bottom of this.’ She turned her pale blue eyes on the man behind the desk and smiled sweetly.


Samson was halfway up the stairs to the kitchen on the first floor before he realised the absurdity of the situation. It was so typical of Bruncliffe. Everyone involved in everyone else’s business. And now he had a confused pensioner doing his job for him. He groaned. This was precisely the reason why he’d left his home town in the first place. The claustrophobia. The lack of privacy. The tea that could kill an ox.


He filled the kettle, throwing four teabags into the pot, and consoled himself that in April he would be moving on, hopefully returning to London and the police work he was currently suspended from. There’d be no more old ladies making wild accusations. No more smelly farmers. No more Bruncliffe, and no more being the black sheep.


The back door banged and a familiar voice called out, accompanied by a sharp bark. No more Delilah Metcalfe, either.


The intervening months couldn’t go quickly enough.


‘You don’t know where he is?’


‘No. I told you already.’


‘That’s why he needs Samson.’


‘I don’t need Samson. I need bloody Ralph back where he belongs. Time’s running out—’


‘Have you told the police?’


‘Lot of good that’ll do—’


‘Oh, a cup of tea. Just what we need. Samson, you are a dear.’


Samson stood in the doorway of his own office, tray in hands, feeling like a tea boy intruding on the three-way conversation. Alice Shepherd and Clive Knowles were sitting in front of his desk; Delilah Metcalfe, in her running kit, was sitting behind it, notepad on her lap as she cross-examined his potential clients.


‘Tea! Thanks, Samson,’ said his landlady, reaching to take the third, and last, mug. ‘Didn’t you want one?’


He sighed, placed the empty tray on the floor and perched on the edge of his desk, Tolpuddle’s head immediately coming to rest on his thigh. As an undercover police officer working within the country’s premier law-enforcement agencies – the Serious Organised Crime Agency and its replacement, the National Crime Agency – Samson O’Brien had had his fair share of bizarre working environments. But nothing had prepared him for working life in Bruncliffe, where everyone had an opinion. And, being Dalesmen and women, they felt the right to express those opinions forcefully. And often. The Metcalfes – Delilah and her five older brothers – were fine examples of this cultural trait, as Samson knew better than most.


He ran a hand over his chin, which had been on the receiving end of Delilah’s infamous right hook the day he returned to town. The reasons hadn’t been clear. Her frustration at the fact that Samson, the idol of her childhood, had left Bruncliffe in a moonlight flit and hadn’t been heard of in the intervening fourteen years. Her anger at Samson’s absence from the funeral of his best friend, her beloved brother Ryan, who’d been buried two years ago. But also her realisation that if she hadn’t hit the returned black sheep, her oldest brother Will would have. And that, thought Samson wryly, would have been far more catastrophic. Although his reputation wouldn’t have suffered quite so much. Being laid out cold by a woman, no matter how pretty she was, wasn’t the beginning he’d envisioned for his new detective agency.


‘So where were we . . . ?’ Delilah’s attention was back on the farmer. ‘No police.’


‘Why not?’ asked Samson. ‘Surely, in a case like this, you need to notify them as soon as possible? You don’t want Ralph wandering around in this cold.’


‘He’s got a good coat, so the cold won’t bother him,’ muttered Mr Knowles. ‘I’m more worried about him being run over.’


‘Has he done this before? Wandered off?’


Mr Knowles nodded. ‘Every chance he gets. We’ve got to keep an eye on him. Normally I’d know where to start looking. But this time . . .’ He shrugged, the air seeming to thicken around him at the odour released from the creases of his clothes.


Samson looked out of the window. Despite having lived away from the Dales for more than a decade, he wasn’t some tourist to be fooled by the blue skies above. It was almost freezing out there, and the clouds he’d seen gathering over the west side of town when he’d gone for milk had the ominous presence of snow in them.


An elderly person wouldn’t last long out in this, good coat or not. And Ralph Knowles must be well into his eighties by now. Suffering from dementia too, given the way his son was talking about him.


‘You need to call the police,’ Samson insisted.


Mr Knowles shrugged. ‘He’s done this before. They won’t want to know about it.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ Samson stood, shocked at the nonchalance of the reply. ‘Of course they will. I’ll call Danny at the station.’ Fingers already scrolling for the number on his mobile, he didn’t notice Delilah’s surprised expression. ‘The sooner they get looking, the better. There’s snow coming—’ He paused as the youthful voice of PC Danny Bradley came on the line.


‘Samson?’


‘Hi, Danny. We need to mobilise a search party. Ralph Knowles is missing. Last seen . . .’ He glanced at the farmer.


‘At Mire End Farm yesterday evening,’ muttered Mr Knowles.


‘Ralph Knowles?’ asked the young constable as Samson passed on the information. ‘Is that Clive Knowles’ Ralph?’


‘Yes.’ Samson couldn’t help but hear the weary sigh emitted at the other end of the phone.


‘I’m not sure Sarge will agree to sending out men again.’


‘Make him agree! We need to get people out looking. Ralph won’t survive the weather that’s coming, at his age.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Delilah, lips twitching, ‘it would help if you had a description of Ralph when he disappeared?’


Samson nodded. ‘Mr Knowles? Can you give a description?’


‘A description?’ The farmer scratched his head. ‘Short. Stocky. But not fat, mind.’


Samson relayed the answers to the policeman before turning back to the farmer. ‘What was Ralph wearing?’


The question was met with a frown from Clive Knowles and what sounded like a hiccup from Delilah, her hand flying to her mouth.


‘Wearing?’ asked the farmer, glaring out from under his cap.


‘Yes. What did he look like?’


‘The usual.’


‘Which is?’ Samson bit back his exasperation.


‘White body, black face, white rings round his eyes. And,’ he turned to the old lady next to him, ‘excuse me, Mrs Shepherd, for saying so, but he’s well hung.’


‘Sorry?’ Samson’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. ‘What did you say?’


The farmer shrugged. ‘He’s well hung. That’s the most important bit about him. How else do you expect him to service all those yows?’


The laughter coming from the other end of the line was audible not just to Samson, and he saw Delilah’s lips curving into the smile she’d been suppressing.


‘What?’ asked Mr Knowles, indignant at the humour in the face of his predicament. ‘What’s so funny?’


‘Ralph . . . I thought . . .’ Samson stuttered, reassessing the entire conversation. ‘Isn’t Ralph your father?’


‘Father? What the heck would I be talking about Father for? He died some ten years back. No, lad, this is far more important. Ralph’s a Swaledale prize-winner. Paid seven grand for him, so I bloody need him found!’


‘Ralph’s a sheep?’ Samson asked, as his image of a disorientated old man wandering the hills was shattered by laughter from Delilah, Mrs Shepherd and, with the strangled sounds coming down the line, Daniel and half the police station. ‘A bloody sheep?’


Mr Knowles shot to his feet. ‘A prize tup is what he is, missing right in the middle of mating season. And I want you to find him!’


Samson sank back onto the desk. Whatever he’d imagined when he’d decided to come home, it wasn’t this.


‘How was I to know it was a bloody tup he was talking about?’ grumbled Samson as he carried the tray of empty mugs up to the first-floor kitchen, his prospective clients having finally left the building.


From the landing above, Delilah laughed. ‘Everyone in Bruncliffe knows Ralph. Certainly most of the women, anyway, as he’s all Clive Knowles talks about when he comes to the speed-dating events.’


Samson shuddered. He’d had first-hand experience of one of the Dales Dating Agency’s speed-dating evenings, one of the businesses that Delilah ran from her upstairs office. While he hadn’t been as scarred by the episode as he’d expected, it wasn’t something he was in a hurry to repeat. And he pitied any woman who’d had to endure four minutes of Clive Knowles leaning across a table with his bad breath and farmyard aroma.


‘Still,’ continued Delilah, ‘it’s a job. He’s hired you.’


Samson nodded wearily. It was a job and he badly needed the income. But looking for a missing ram in a landscape littered with sheep was a long way from the excitement of his former life. Suddenly he had a pang of nostalgia for London, with its anonymity and its vibrancy. As well as the danger.


‘And what about Alice Shepherd? Are you going to follow up on what she said?’


‘Are you serious?’ Samson paused on the top step, eyebrow raised. ‘She’s clearly muddled. She couldn’t even get her accusations straight, telling me one moment that her watch had been stolen and then that it hadn’t.’ He shook his head. ‘I couldn’t take money from her. It would be wrong.’


‘Perhaps. But it wouldn’t hurt for you to go up to Fellside Court and have a look around, would it?’


He glanced over at Delilah, her face the picture of innocence. ‘And visit my father while I’m there?’


She shrugged. ‘Why not? Kill two birds with one stone – if that’s not too inappropriate, given Mrs Shepherd’s fears. When did you last see him, anyway?’


‘What’s it to you?’ he asked, the words sharper than he’d intended.


His relationship with his father was a sore point. It was also a topic Bruncliffe could never get enough of. The O’Briens, father and son, left widowed and without a mother when Samson was only eight, the idyllic life they’d known on Twistleton Farm at the far end of isolated Thorpdale wiped out in the space of a couple of months. Then the drinking had started. By the time Samson was in his teens, he was skipping school to tend to the sheep and to his father, dragging him from the pub where every penny the farm brought in was spent on beer. Or whisky. Or anything Joseph O’Brien could get down his throat that would put him into an alcoholic stupor.


Growing up as Boozy O’Brien’s son had marked Samson out as different; quick to defend his family name with fists if need be, he’d been a cynical child and a belligerent teenager, wary of everyone. Having an Irish father and a mother from a distant dale was a further stigma in a town filled with people who could count back generations within a radius of five miles. No wonder then that this lad, although born in the district, was forever branded an offcumden: a stranger, not of these parts. No surprise, either, that he was viewed as trouble.


That Samson had left the town in a blaze of disgrace when he was twenty only added to the saga of the O’Briens, latterly of Thorpdale, now of no fixed abode. It had been the year of foot-and-mouth, the area already stressed by the outbreak that was tearing farms apart and destroying livelihoods that had existed for centuries. In the midst of all that tension, Samson had snapped, and at the christening of Delilah’s nephew Nathan, he’d got into a fight. With his father. As far as the local grapevine was concerned, by attacking his father and then tearing off into the night on a stolen motorbike, the young O’Brien had merely lived up to the reputation he’d been building for years.


But then the good people of Bruncliffe didn’t know about the shotgun that had been pointing at him when he’d returned home that evening. Or about the argument that had caused father and son to fight in the first place. Samson wasn’t about to enlighten them now.


Nor, after a mere seven weeks, was he about to place his trust in a man who’d done so little to earn it in the past. Even if his father did claim to be sober.


‘Sorry,’ he muttered, brushing past Delilah to reach the kitchen. ‘Touchy subject.’


‘So I gather,’ she said. ‘But Alice Shepherd was obviously worried enough to come down and see you. She even tried to hire you. The least you could do is call in and help put her mind at rest.’


Samson didn’t reply. He knew she was right. He just didn’t want to admit it.


‘Well, if you change your mind, I’ve got at an appointment at Fellside Court tomorrow morning—’


‘For the Dales Dating Agency?’ Samson was grinning now. ‘Are things getting that desperate?’


The punch came out of nowhere. A straight-arm jab into his right shoulder that almost made him drop the tray, his arm numb in its wake.


‘That’s for being so disrespectful! To me and to the pensioners of this town. They have a right to a love life too.’


‘I’ll take your word for it,’ said Samson with another grin, making sure he stepped back beyond her reach. ‘What are you organising? A not-so-speedy speed-dating session?’


She laughed. ‘No. It’s nothing to do with the dating agency. I’m in charge of the website and it needs a bit of upgrading, so I’m meeting the new manager to discuss some changes and to get her photo. She’s been hard to pin down but I’ve finally got a meeting with her. And talking of websites . . .’ She looked at him expectantly.


Delilah Metcalfe. He still couldn’t get his head around the idea that the scrawny kid who’d followed him and Ryan everywhere had evolved into this multi-talented woman. Not only did she run a dating agency which seemed to be going from strength to strength – despite a rocky patch the last few months, thanks to a deranged killer – but she also operated a tech company, designing and maintaining websites. From what he’d heard, she was good at it too.


‘Are you going to take me up on my offer?’ she asked.


He turned away and busied himself with loading the mugs in the dishwasher. As he’d refused payment for his time helping her uncover the identity of the person murdering her clients, Delilah had volunteered to build him a website for his new business, the Dales Detective Agency. She was keen. Kept running ideas past him. And she couldn’t understand why he kept stalling.


How to explain? That there was trouble coming in the next few months. Trouble from his past life in London which would mean his time in Bruncliffe would be over. Trouble that might see him spending time in jail.


‘I’ll think about it,’ he muttered. Feeling the need for fresh air, he headed back down the stairs, grabbed his jacket and helmet and left through the rear porch, cursing as, not for the first time, he tripped over the trainers and hiking boots that were strewn across the floor. His father’s scarlet-and-chrome Royal Enfield Bullet was waiting in the yard. It was the same one Samson had fled the town on fourteen years before. He was pretty confident he’d be fleeing on it again before long.


Alice Shepherd was afraid. She’d done her best to put on a brave face at young O’Brien’s. Such a strong lad and just like his mother, with those sharp blue eyes and masses of dark hair. But would he be willing to help her? He’d said he’d let her know, but she’d sensed hesitation in him.


It was the confusion. She knew she’d made a mistake somewhere. Something she’d said to him had left that familiar look on his face. The sideways glance people gave her now, as though weighing up the merit of her words. As though she couldn’t be trusted with the truth.


But she knew what she’d seen. That flash of blonde hair passing under the light in the corridor during the depths of night. There was no mistaking that. It hadn’t been just the once, either. Trouble was, she couldn’t remember exactly when it had happened. Had it really been the same days as the small disappearances – the cufflinks, the scarf, her watch? Even she didn’t trust herself any more.


She walked slowly towards Fellside Court, the front of the two-storey building set at an angle from the road. Behind it, two wings protruded, forming a U-shaped cluster of flats. Or ‘apartments designed to promote independence’, as the developers preferred to call them.


They weren’t supposed to promote fear.


Heartrate picking up, she passed the double doors of the main entrance, choosing instead to walk down the side and around the back to enter through the courtyard. Enclosed on three sides by the building, with a scattering of benches, chairs and tables and a couple of young cherry trees, the space was a sheltered oasis for the residents. On a morning like today, it was a suntrap and one of the things that had attracted her to the complex.


That and the glass wall.


It towered above her, linking the two wings of the building in a sheet of brilliance, the blue skies and the fells reflecting back off it, making the views seem endless. Stretching from the ground all the way up to the roof, the seamless window allowed light to flood in along the corridors, turning even the dullest day a little brighter.


All that glass. Letting the sunshine in. Letting the secrets out.


A sharp rapping noise to her left pulled her attention to the residents’ lounge, which ran the length of the ground floor on that side: more long windows looking out across the courtyard. It was already busy, people stretching and flexing ready for the morning aerobics class. Arty Robinson was inside, tapping his watch and beckoning her in.


Arty. Lovely Arty. A retired bookmaker, he still lived life as if it was one long gamble with the odds in his favour. She let her gaze drift up to the right to Arty’s flat, tucked into the corner of the glass wall, his balcony protruding, the tips of his precious rose bush peeking over the edge. Did he see things, too? His apartment was directly opposite hers, one of six that overlooked the space below. Eric Bradley was next door to her, in a large two-bedroomed place; across the courtyard and next to Arty was a guest suite for overnight visitors; Rita Wilson was in the ground-floor flat below that; and next to her was the second of the guest apartments. Without the views of Bruncliffe the front of the building offered or the dramatic vistas of the fells the outer flats had, the two inner-courtyard apartments that Alice and Arty occupied had been a lot more affordable. Which had been the reason she’d chosen the one she had, above the residents’ lounge. She suspected it was the same for Arty, the pair of them cloistered here because of finances.


Until recently it hadn’t bothered her. She’d liked living in her small home above the courtyard, socialising with the other residents who’d become friends. And if she angled her chair just so in her lounge, she had a view up onto the fell that rose behind as good as that from Eric’s.


But in retrospect, perhaps it had been unwise. She could see too much, right across to the other apartments and through the glass on the corridor that joined them.


That was the problem. That glass. And the flash of blonde hair at night.


Another rap on the window made her start. Arty, mouthing at her to hurry up. She entered the building, turned left along the corridor and headed for the lounge where Vicky Hudson, the care assistant, was already introducing the fitness session.


‘Now, no overdoing it,’ Vicky was warning with a smile, the ends of her dark bob catching the dimples in her cheeks. ‘And if you don’t feel up to a particular exercise, just sit and relax until the next one. So, if you’re ready, let’s begin with a gentle warm-up . . .’


Alice slipped through the throng at the back of the room to where Arty was waiting for her.


‘You took your time!’ he whispered. ‘Here, stick your bag on that chair or they’ll all be taken, and then nip up and change.’


‘Thanks, Arty,’ she said, passing him the bag, her room keys in her hand. ‘I’ll be down in a minute.’


She was smiling as she left, thinking about the word ‘nip’. She wasn’t sure she’d nipped anywhere in the last five years, a hip replacement having seen to that. But she was still able to use the stairs. She climbed them steadily, reaching the first floor slightly out of breath. Pausing at the top to calm her pulse, mindful of all that the doctor had said, she turned right down the corridor and entered her flat. The first thing she saw was the view of the courtyard and the slice of fellside behind the building opposite. The second thing she saw was the open bedroom door.


Had she left it like that? She tried to recollect her movements but a familiar haze of confusion veiled her mind, punctured by sharp slices of her youth. Herself on a bike out past Horton. The feel of her grandfather’s hand holding hers. Memories from more than seventy years ago as clear as the present, yet the events of this morning remained shrouded in a deep fog.


Telling herself it didn’t matter, she crossed the thick carpet to the wardrobe. Then she saw the stripes of colour on the bedside table. Her pillbox. How had that got there? Hadn’t she put it in her handbag this morning, after she’d taken her medicine?


She couldn’t remember. The irrefutable presence of it, here and now, seemed to taunt her failing wits.


Hand shaking, she picked it up, staring at the piece of yellow tiger’s eye that designated Wednesday. She lifted the lid. Two tablets stared back at her from a space that should have been empty. A space she’d been sure she’d left empty this morning.
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‘That’s where he was. Where he should be. But he’s not. And I need him back, servicing this lot.’ Clive Knowles flicked a grimy hand at the field filled with ewes, their white bodies merging with the limestone rocks scattered across the scraggy grass.


It was poor land, dropping down to the river on one side, rushes and tussocks in abundance. Samson could see how Mire End Farm had got its name. Even allowing for the winter weather, it was wet underfoot. Behind him, across the rough track that served the property, the fields climbed steeply, the unmistakable flat top of Pen-y-ghent rising above them. Not much better grazing up there, either. As for the farm itself . . .


About eight miles north of Bruncliffe, out past Horton off a narrow lane that twisted and bumped along the side of Pen-y-ghent, the Knowles’ farm was a collection of buildings in various states of disrepair. Two barns stood sentry at the entrance, the roofs pockmarked with slipped slates, the doors rotten, the paint long since flaked off. At an angle to them was the farmhouse. Or what was left of it.


Once it had been an imposing home with three windows spanning the front, but neglect had taken its toll, allowing the elements to attack. The wind had been first, flipping up a loose slate or two or three, until the roof was pierced and the rain that battered the Dales in the winter months gained access. Seeping down through the rafters, the damp had got into the walls and eroded the mortar, loosening the stones and causing a large section to fall away below the level of the gutter, exposing the block-work of the inner wall. With some of its support removed, the top left window now slumped perilously in its frame, in danger of falling out. It wouldn’t be long before the rest of the wall followed it.


Samson had deliberately parked his Royal Enfield at the opposite corner of the yard, the scarlet-and-chrome motorbike bright against the gloom cast by the barns. He’d found Clive Knowles round the back of the house in amongst a tangle of old cars, rusting machinery, a pile of discarded tyres and an abandoned trailer from an articulated lorry that was being used as a makeshift chicken coop. Hens picked futilely at the muddied yard and an ageing sheepdog lying on a bale of hay lifted his head to give a half-hearted bark at Samson’s approach. The farmer had held out a grease-covered hand in greeting, and together they’d walked down to the site of Ralph’s disappearance.


‘I can’t afford to lose him,’ muttered the farmer, leaning on a rickety gate which was listing under his weight. ‘I can’t afford another bad year.’


Neither could the farm, thought Samson. Poor land or poor management? Surveying the fields, it was hard to tell which had caused the rundown condition of Mire End. And Samson O’Brien knew only too well how closely the two could be connected. There had been days working on Twistleton Farm when he’d cursed his parents for buying it. Nestled between two streams at the head of Thorpdale, the O’Brien property had had its fair share of soggy land and the problems that brought with it. Not to mention an alcoholic owner drinking all the profits. But it was a pleasure to manage, compared to this. Or it had been.


‘How long have you had Ralph?’ he asked.


‘Bought him at the end of October last year. More than I’ve ever paid for a tup.’


‘He’s a Swaledale?’


Clive Knowles nodded. ‘Pure-bred. Worth a lot.’


Samson didn’t doubt it. The hardy breed, with their distinctive black-and-white faces, had grown popular, known for an ability to withstand harsh winters on exposed land. He could remember auctions at Hawes where the top rams had fetched thirty grand or more.


‘You said he’s escaped before?’


‘Several times, the bugger.’ The farmer pointed at the far side of the field where an upsurge of rock beneath the soil raised the level of the ground. ‘He gets up on top of that and leaps the wall. I put a length of barbed wire across the top of the stones, and that stopped him. But not this time, clearly.’


‘He burst through the wire?’


‘No. It’s still there. He must have jumped over it.’


‘That’s pretty impressive,’ said Samson, assessing the height of the distant wall. ‘You don’t think someone might have taken him?’


The farmer shrugged. ‘That’d be a first. Someone bothering to come to Mire End to steal. Not much round here worth taking.’


Samson didn’t contradict him. Even with the upsurge in sheep-rustling across the Dales, it would take some finding to arrive at Mire End Farm. And a lot of optimism, once arriving there, to think there was anything of value on it.


‘Well, are you going to have a look around or what?’ A glare accompanied the words. ‘Like I said, I need him back. The farm’s depending on it.’


‘I can’t promise anything,’ said Samson, opening the gate and entering the field, the sheep looking up before resuming their relentless grazing.


‘That’s all right. I don’t set much store by promises,’ the farmer muttered. ‘Been stung by them before. Make sure you take your time, mind. You might catch something I missed.’


With that, Clive Knowles wandered back towards the crumbling farmhouse, leaving Samson in a field full of sheep. Bizarrely, the former policeman turned private detective felt completely at home.


Trying to ignore the surge of nostalgia for his farming youth, he started walking towards the far gate which gave out onto the lane that led back to civilisation. He had no particular purpose in mind, no belief that he would find anything concrete to help restore the missing Ralph to Mire End. But he had to start somewhere. And there was something about the gate that intrigued him. He was almost at it when he realised.


The tracks. Twin tyre marks coming inside the field a short distance, as though something had been unloaded.


Nothing unusual about tracks on a farm, though. So what else was it?


He stared at the gate. It was a typical Mire End design; a rusting metal contraption that was tethered to a post with barbed wire at one end. At the other, a padlocked length of chain wrapped around another post held it upright.


It wasn’t used much. If ever. With the land inside the gate a sodden morass of churned-up mud, it would make driving difficult, if not impossible. But someone had braved it. And recently, too, as the tracks hadn’t dried out.


Soil oozing around his boots, Samson stepped forward and inspected the chain looped around the left post. Like everything else on the farm, it was corroding, the old padlock bleeding red water into his hand as he caught hold of it. He ran a thumb across the keyhole cover. It was stuck, seized up with years of rain and rust. There was no way this had been opened in the last few days.


He let the chain drop back into place and to his surprise, it fell against the post and then slithered to the ground, the gate yawning open at the top in response.


‘What the hell?’ Shining up at him, silver against the black mud, was a severed link. The chain had been cut.


Someone had been in the field. Probably without authorisation.


Intrigued, Samson pulled the gate towards him and it immediately sagged, dragging across the wet ground before sticking fast. He squeezed through the narrow opening onto the verge that ran beside the lane, brown strands of dead or dying grass brushing against his trousers.


Which way? Right, back into Horton and civilisation? Or left into the fells? Right made more sense. He was only a few steps along the road in that direction, scanning the bedraggled growth on either side of the tarmac, when his eye was caught by a glimpse of something red.


It was lying up against the stone wall, the brown leather making it difficult to spot amongst the winter vegetation. A contraption of straps and red crayon, he knew what it was straight away.


A tup harness, fastened onto the ram before releasing him into the field with the ewes. Thanks to the block of crayon that rested on the ram’s chest, a farmer could tell which ewes had been serviced and, by changing the colour of the crayon periodically, when they were due to lamb.


It was standard kit for most farmers, although the one in Samson’s hand had seen better days – the leather straps worn, the rivets tarnished and the pin that held the red crayon in place sheared off at one end, leaving a jagged edge.


He took out his phone. Something was amiss here. A record of the scene might be useful.


Stooping down, he photographed the spot where he’d found the harness. Then he returned to the gate to take pictures of the scored land and the field beyond. But as he twisted to get a shot of the broken chain, his boot brushed against something in the long grass at the foot of the gatepost. There was a rattle of metal on stone as whatever it was fell onto the tarmac. Samson turned, stared at the object now resting in the lane, then bent over to pick it up.


He weighed it in his palm, deep in thought. Then he retrieved the ram harness, closed the gate, and retraced his path across the field. He needed to talk to Clive Knowles. Urgently.


For the residents of Fellside Court, the post-aerobics coffee-and-cake session on Mondays and Wednesdays was one of the highlights of the week. Along with the communal Sunday lunch. And the occasional group jaunt down the hill to the chippy to take advantage of the early-bird special. So when Alice Shepherd entered the cosy cafe that took up a corner of the building, she wasn’t surprised that it was already busy.


‘Here, Alice!’ The tall figure of Edith Hird, retired headmistress of Bruncliffe Primary School who still had a commanding presence and a tendency to organise, was waving her over to a crowded table by windows that looked out onto the road and the town below.


‘Room for a little one,’ quipped Arty as the petite figure of Alice made her way towards them.


‘There’d be room for a few more if you weren’t here,’ retorted the frail man next to him, eliciting laughter from the group.


‘Aye,’ said Arty, patting his rotund belly ruefully. ‘Fair to say I’m not as thin as I once was.’


‘Apart from on your head!’ This time Eric Bradley accompanied his comment with a laugh that was somewhere between a cough and a wheeze, rattling the oxygen cylinder next to his chair. From beneath his bald crown, the former bookmaker gave him a wounded look.


‘I’ve already ordered your coffee,’ said Edith as Alice sat down beside her. ‘But I wasn’t sure what cake you wanted.’


‘I can recommend the scones.’ Clarissa Ralph, sister of Edith, looked up from spooning strawberry jam onto the remaining half of her treat. ‘They’re fresh out of the oven.’


‘I don’t know how you two do it,’ moaned Arty, gesturing at the plates before the sisters. ‘You never seem to put on weight. I only have to look at that carrot cake and I’m two pounds heavier.’


‘Good genes,’ said Edith. ‘Sister and I come from a long line of lean Hirds.’


Clarissa was nodding. ‘It’s true. Father was as thin as a rake. Whereas poor Mother . . .’ She shook her head, musing on the lottery of nature as she bit into the scone.


‘What about you, Joseph?’ Arty turned to the man sitting contentedly at the end of the table, watching the banter with a smile on his gaunt face. Some ten years younger than most of the group, he looked older, more battered by life. ‘Can your svelte shape be put down to genetics?’


Joseph O’Brien smiled. ‘No,’ he said, his soft lilt a contrast to the Yorkshire brusqueness of his friends. ‘It’s mostly due to excessive consumption of alcohol. Not a diet I would recommend.’


Arty’s deep bellow of a laugh had the room looking round at him and, not for the first time, Joseph O’Brien – sober two years, eleven weeks and six days – gave silent thanks to the fates that had contrived to see him arrive at Fellside Court. The place and the people in it had saved his life.


‘We’ll take your word for it, Joseph. Think I’ll stick with my curves. I know the ladies like a fuller figure.’ Arty’s wink was directed at fellow resident Geraldine Mortimer, who was passing the table.


‘Arty Robinson, are you flirting again?’ asked Geraldine, pausing to pat her sleek, platinum-blonde hair and give him a coquettish smile. ‘You’ll get me into trouble!’


‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ muttered Edith Hird, prodding her carrot cake with a fork.


‘Alice!’ A voice from the doorway took their attention to a young woman who had just entered the cafe. Blonde hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, Ana Stoyanova, manager of Fellside Court, surveyed the room from over high cheekbones, her skin alabaster-pale in the winter sunlight. She fixed a cool gaze on the group by the window as she made her way towards them.


Geraldine Mortimer grimaced. ‘Here comes the Ice Queen.’


‘Alice,’ Ana said again while she was still some distance away, her clipped words betraying her Eastern European origins even if her grammar didn’t. ‘This is yours, I think. It was on the floor in the lounge.’


She held out a rainbow-coloured pillbox, rattling it as she did so with a disapproving tut. ‘Your tablets,’ she said. ‘You’re supposed to take them first thing in the morning.’ Alice Shepherd stared at the object in the manager’s hand in confusion. ‘It’s not mine.’


Ana frowned. ‘I think it is.’


‘It can’t be,’ murmured Alice, struggling to remember. The box by her bedside table – had that been today? Yesterday? Last year? Her chest tightened and her lungs constricted, making her wheeze with anxiety. ‘It’s upstairs,’ she insisted. ‘Mine’s upstairs, and I’ve taken my tablets already.’


Long white fingers ran across the inlaid stones, along the lines of colour, and came to rest on the initials engraved on the silver base. ‘This is definitely yours, Alice.’


‘No! It isn’t.’ Alice was aware of her voice shaking, felt the tension spreading across her shoulders, into her neck. Into her bloodstream. Then a calm hand was on her trembling wrist.


‘Steady on, Alice,’ Arty was saying. ‘No point in getting het up over this. There’s probably been some mistake.’


But she could tell from the way he said it, and from the looks on her friends’ faces, that they didn’t believe her. Because there couldn’t be any mistake. The pillbox in Ana Stoyanova’s palm was too unique. It was the very same one that Elaine, Alice’s geology-loving god-daughter, had given her last Christmas. Compact enough to fit in the hand, the silver box had a spectrum of colour across the lid, each day of the week designated by a different slice of semi-precious stone, with the interior segmented into seven corresponding sections.


It was beautiful. It was practical. Right now, it was terrifying.


Alice had a sudden memory of the desk at young O’Brien’s when she’d emptied her bag onto it. The pillbox had been there with her other stuff. Hadn’t it? Which meant . . . She reached for her handbag, frantically searching amongst her things, feeling for the hard edges, the cool of the stones.


Nothing.


‘I thought . . . it was in here,’ she whispered, staring into the depths of her bag.


‘It probably fell out during the aerobics session,’ said Ana, a smile turning the corners of her lips. ‘Don’t worry, Alice. No harm done. Just make sure you take your medicine.’ Slender fingers picked two capsules from the section marked ‘Wednesday’ and left them on Alice’s saucer. Then, with a sharp tip of her head, Ana turned towards the door.


‘Honestly,’ muttered Geraldine, as the manager left the cafe, ‘the way that woman speaks to people. So rude! I don’t know why they couldn’t have got someone more local for the job.’


‘More British, you mean?’ asked Edith with a wry smile.


Geraldine pouted. ‘Just because I don’t approve of the woman doesn’t make me a racist.’


‘Technically, I suppose it would if you don’t approve of her because she’s from Eastern Europe,’ said Clarissa, eyes round and innocent.


Her reply brought a huff from the other woman and in a sweep of expensive perfume and cashmere, Geraldine strode off.


‘What?’ asked Clarissa as Edith doubled up in mirth, revelling in her younger sister’s artlessness. ‘Did I say something wrong?’


‘Not at all,’ said Edith, wiping her eyes. ‘Not at all, eh, Arty?’


But Arty was watching Alice reaching for her pills, a tremor in her hand. A sign of old age, he thought, like us all.


It was only as Alice looked up that he saw the fear in his friend’s eyes.


‘Do you recognise this?’


Clive Knowles leaned a pitchfork laden with foul straw against the doorframe and approached Samson in the yard. Behind him, a cow lowed sadly from the depths of the dark barn. ‘Recognise what?’ he asked.


‘This.’ Samson lifted his arm, the tup harness dangling from his hand.


The farmer’s mouth dropped open. ‘That’s Ralph’s. How the hell did the bugger get out of it?’


Samson ignored the question, holding out his left hand instead. ‘What about this?’ Lying in his palm was what looked like a miniature hand grenade, dark green with a black top, a chain looping between the two.


Clive Knowles shook his head, puzzled. ‘What is it?’


Samson flipped off the cap and pressed down on the side, the farmer flinching back instinctively as a bolt of flame flared up. ‘A cigarette lighter.’


‘Bloody fancy for a lighter.’


‘It’s not yours then?’


‘Don’t smoke. It’s bad for the health,’ came the pious reply. His attention wandered back to the harness. He took it from Samson and inspected it closely. ‘Aye, that’s Ralph’s all right,’ he said, running his hands over the leather straps. ‘Beats me how he slipped it off without breaking it. Where’d you find it?’


‘Out on the lane. And the lighter was just beyond the gate.’


The farmer’s head snapped up. ‘The gate at the top of Ralph’s field?’


‘Yeah. Is it used much?’


‘Never. Got stuck in the mud coming in through it once too often. There’s bad drainage up there, so I always go in from down here.’


Thinking that the bad drainage wasn’t confined to that one patch of field in Mire End Farm, Samson pointed towards the lane that ran across the top end of the property.


‘Where does that take you?’ he asked.


‘Horton,’ came the brusque reply.


Samson stifled a sigh. ‘I know it goes to Horton. That’s where I came from. But where does it go beyond here?’


‘Nowhere.’


‘It must go somewhere.’


‘Aye. It goes up the hill.’


‘What’s up the hill?’


A frown formed on the farmer’s brow. ‘Nothing.’


‘So the road just goes up the hill and then ends?’


‘Right.’


‘So no one would go past here normally?’


‘What for? I just told you, there’s nowt beyond Mire End.’


‘What about hikers? Mountain bikers? Get anyone like that up here?’


‘Oh aye, get quite a few of them buggers. All laden up with rucksacks and waterproofs.’


‘So where are they heading?’


‘Langstrothdale,’ said the farmer, naming a valley on the other side of the hills to the east.


‘So the lane does lead somewhere,’ said Samson with a burst of exasperation.


‘No, it doesn’t. The lane ends up the hill. Then it becomes a track.’


Deciding that any attempt to deflect Clive Knowles from his literal responses was useless, Samson changed tack. ‘So you haven’t been in through the top gate recently then?’


‘Not in more than five years. I keep it padlocked.’


‘And when did you last check the padlock?’


Clive Knowles removed his cap and scratched at his bald head. ‘Must’ve been two weeks ago. When I put Ralph in there with the yows.’


‘Everything was all right?’


‘Gate was locked, if that’s what you mean. Why?’


Samson held up the chain that he’d brought down with him, the broken link a stark silver against the rust. ‘Because it’s not now.’


‘Bloody hell!’ The farmer stared at the now-useless gate tether, his face flushed as he noticed the severed end. ‘Someone’s been in the top field?’


‘Without a doubt. There are fresh tyre tracks up there.’


‘You mean . . . ?’


‘Ralph hasn’t wandered off. He’s been stolen.’


The harness slipped from Clive Knowles’ hand and fell to the morass of mud at his feet. ‘Someone’s taken Ralph?’ He blanched as the implications hit home. ‘You have to find him,’ he begged, grabbing hold of Samson’s sleeve. ‘You have to, or it’ll be the ruin of this place.’


By early evening Arty had noticed that Alice Shepherd was feeling out of sorts. She seemed more befuddled than usual, struggling to complete her bingo card and mixing up the names of her friends. They were all used to it. She’d been getting more forgetful of late. It made her anxious, too. So when she declared at seven-thirty that it was time for her to retire, Arty didn’t protest like he would have done normally.


He liked Alice. She was a gentle soul with a good word for everyone – even the more unpleasant residents of Fellside Court, of whom there were a few. But today he was worried about her. She seemed agitated, the incident with the pillbox at lunchtime a prime example.


‘Do you want me to escort you to your room, Madam?’ he asked with exaggerated gallantry, holding out an arm for her as she stood.


‘Thank you,’ she murmured.


‘Don’t be too long, Arty,’ said Edith Hird. ‘The next game starts soon. Goodnight, Alice.’


A chorus of ‘goodnight’ came from the rest of the group and Alice looked around, her gaze vague.


‘Goodbye,’ she said. ‘And God bless you.’


‘Goodbye?’ chuckled Arty as he led her to the lift. ‘You sound like Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca. “We’ll always have Fellside Court!”’


She smiled, but he could tell she wasn’t listening. When they got to her front door he kissed her gently on the cheek and wished her a good night’s sleep. As the door opened, he didn’t notice the rainbow-coloured pillbox on the coffee table. Even if he had, he wouldn’t have thought anything of it. But he might have been surprised if he’d seen Alice open it a couple of minutes later. And he would definitely have been perturbed if he’d seen her extract two tablets from the section marked ‘Wednesday’ and take them with a swallow of water, admonishing herself for her forgetfulness as she did so.
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On Thursday morning, like every other day of the week, at a time when most folk in Bruncliffe were rolling over to silence the alarm, Samson O’Brien was already up and showered, his sleeping bag stowed away, all evidence of his nocturnal sojourn erased from the back room on the top floor of his office building, and the shower cubicle and tray wiped down.


The former was to prevent Delilah Metcalfe from discovering that her tenant was making full use of his contract by sleeping illicitly on her premises; the latter was to prevent Ida Capstick, the cleaner, from killing him.


Despite being back in Bruncliffe for nearly two months, Samson had yet to find accommodation – basically because he couldn’t afford it. When he’d made the decision to return to his home town, he hadn’t banked on discovering the family farm sold and himself homeless. What’s more, he’d impulsively spent the money that could have secured his bed and board on a six-month rental of the office downstairs, offering to pay it all up front in order to cement the deal with a landlady who hadn’t wanted him around. A landlady who shared that opinion with most of the town.

OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Dedication page



    		Contents



    		1



    		2



    		3



    		4



    		5



    		6



    		7



    		8



    		9



    		10



    		11



    		12



    		13



    		14



    		15



    		16



    		17



    		18



    		19



    		20



    		21



    		22



    		23



    		24



    		25



    		26



    		Acknowledgements



    		DATE WITH DEATH



    		DATE WITH MYSTERY



    		About the Author



    		Praise for Date with Death



    		Also by Julia Chapman



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		1












OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
in the dale,
is brewing . . . |






