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Prologue



Winter had a firm hold on the Yorkshire Dales. Bare trees scratched at the sky, the morning’s frost still coating the land. Beyond the window the vegetable garden lay dormant, soil hard under the white layer, a few scraggly heads of cabbage left. February was proving to be a bitter month.


He hoped they were checking on the sheep. With lambing imminent, a few more nights like the last couple and there’d be trouble. Surely someone would have the sense to hop up and see they were right? Maybe not. He’d text them. When he got back to civilisation and could get a decent signal.


Whenever that would be.


Fighting a familiar feeling of confinement, Jimmy Thornton lifted his gaze to the scar that cut across the hillside behind the house. The quarry. Abandoned these many years, it remained a stark imposition, a coarse break in the fellside where the machinery had scythed through the rock. Funnily enough, it didn’t look so bad in winter, the exposed limestone more fitting in this harsh season than when contrasted against the summer’s green.


Even so, it felt like a cage around him. A violent interruption in the landscape he loved. It had ever been thus. Him here in the house, wishing he was elsewhere, hating the restrictions that chained him to the place. Hating the memories. Of this room in particular.


She should have left here, he thought. Long ago, when it all ended.


A sigh came from the darkened room behind him. His name, a mere susurration of air with very little sound.


‘I’m here, Mother.’ He crossed the threadbare carpet to the bed, her presence in it no more than a slight comma in the bedcovers, and gently took her hand. He felt the bones under his calluses. She was as fragile as a newborn chick. ‘You’re not missing much out there,’ he said, voice hearty in the hope it would revive her, that his rude health would infect her and overcome the disease. ‘Been a right old frost. Proper white and all.’


She sighed again, a longer one this time, her fingers twitching under his.


‘What did you say? Ears aren’t working right good this morning.’ He leaned closer, aware of his bulk looming over her, cutting out the sunlight.


‘Sorry . . .’ She was looking at him, eyes clouded with pain, but she was seeing him. Struggling to make herself heard. ‘So sorry . . .’


‘You’ve nowt to be sorry for, Mother.’ He patted her hand, his fingers clumsy. Throat thickening. ‘You hear me?’


He felt the slightest of pressure returning his touch. Then her gaze slid towards the photograph on the bedside table and he knew he was losing her.


‘Come on, lass,’ he muttered, the way he would to an ailing beast. ‘Come on. Don’t leave me.’


Downstairs he heard the click of the latch. The Macmillan nurse. Here too late. He’d been around death enough to know what it looked like. He heard the firm tread on the stairs, the footsteps on the landing.


By the time the nurse reached the bedroom door, Jimmy Thornton was all alone.
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Delilah Metcalfe needed money. Lots of it. With everything that was coming round the corner, she was going to need substantially more income than she was used to making.


Taking the steps that led down to town from her cottage in energetic strides, she tried to convince herself that it would all be okay. Her bank manager, who also happened to be her uncle, wouldn’t foreclose on the loans against her two businesses. Or the mortgage on her house. And her ex-husband would drop his demands for custody of their dog.


Up ahead, already turning at the bottom of the steps, Tolpuddle was eager to get to work. A grey shadow against the walls of the ginnel, he loped along and then stopped to wait outside the third gateway on the right, looking back at her with a distinct air of impatience.


The best thing to come out of Delilah’s short-lived marriage – a Weimaraner with anxiety issues. She couldn’t imagine life without him. But if Neil Taylor got his way, Tolpuddle would be heading south to live in London with Neil and his new girlfriend.


No more coming to work with her. No more running on the fells. No more chasing rabbits – a talent the dog was surprisingly lacking, choosing merely to hold point, indicating the direction of any bunnies he stumbled across rather than running them down. The experts would say this was typical Weimaraner behaviour; Delilah preferred to think Tolpuddle had a soft heart.


If she was going to keep that soft heart up here in Bruncliffe, she was going to have to find money.


It was the first working day of a brand-new week, she told herself as she opened the gate and entered the back yard of the office building. Surely that would bring customers to her door? People seeking her IT skills, looking for a website designer. Or even better, seeing as it was Valentine’s Day, people looking for love. As the owner of the town’s only dating agency, she ought to have the market sewn up. But in the lead-up to Christmas, that aspect of her business had taken a downturn, clients declining to renew subscriptions to the Dales Dating Agency and no new customers signing on. The weeks following the New Year had been just as fallow, Cupid’s arrows falling short for the whole of January. And while the agency’s speed-dating event to celebrate the patron saint of love the Friday before had been a success, it hadn’t produced the surge of singles she’d been banking on.


All she could hope was that it was a winter blip. For her sake, and for Tolpuddle’s. Because if she was going to fund a court case to fight for custody of her dog, she would need a lot more lovelorn souls turning up to seek her help.


Delilah followed the Weimaraner down the path towards the back door of the old three-storey house that was now her office, noting the absence of the scarlet-and-chrome Royal Enfield on the concrete inside the gate. Samson wasn’t back yet, then.


She stifled the feeling of disappointment that had soured her days since his abrupt departure. Bruncliffe had felt a duller place without him. Not just for her. Tolpuddle had been crestfallen all day Friday with no one to make a fuss of him. And she’d be lying if she said it hadn’t crossed her mind that her troublesome tenant wouldn’t come back at all. The way he’d shot off like that – if she hadn’t bumped into him on Thursday night, she wouldn’t have known where he’d gone. Calling in to pick up some paperwork she’d left on her desk, she’d met Samson coming out of the back door, a rucksack in his hand, startled to see her. When she’d asked where he was off to so late, he’d mumbled something about a long weekend in York with a friend. About needing a break.


‘He’s a free agent,’ she muttered as she opened the door and entered the porch, Tolpuddle pushing past her in his haste to get to the downstairs office.


But Delilah Metcalfe couldn’t help feeling hurt. After all they’d been through since October – Samson’s unwelcome return to Bruncliffe; the way they’d been thrown together by the events that had shaken the town; and the fact that they’d celebrated Christmas in the heart of her family at Ellershaw Farm – after all that, to arrive at the office and catch Samson mid-flight had been like a punch to the stomach. She’d thought the last four months had brought them closer, repaired the fractures in their relationship caused by events fourteen years ago. Yet there he was, fleeing once more.


It was his background, she told herself. All those years undercover with the police down in London. It was second nature for him to dissemble. To be secretive. Why was she so upset?


Because she suspected she knew what was behind his sudden visit to York. What else merited a midnight flit in February?


It had to be the sophisticated woman whose call Delilah had intercepted on Samson’s mobile before Christmas. One word from her and he’d gone scurrying over there. To spend Valentine’s Day with her.


With her mood less optimistic about the future than it had been, Delilah walked through the small kitchen and into the hall. As expected, the door to the right of the hallway was open, revealing Tolpuddle sitting in the middle of Samson’s empty office, a forlorn expression on his face.


‘He’s not here, boy.’ She crossed the tattered lino and rubbed the dog’s head, a small whine answering her affection.


Tolpuddle and Samson O’Brien. Between the pair of them, very little else had occupied Delilah’s mind since Christmas. Now she had a feeling she would lose them both before the year was out. One to her ex-husband. And the other to the mystery woman with a voice like velvet, who was no doubt in some luxurious hotel bedroom in York at this very minute, whispering sweet nothings into Samson’s ears.


‘Bloody Valentine’s Day!’ cursed Delilah, heading for the stairs in a foul mood.


‘Did you miss me?’


Samson O’Brien tore his gaze away from the grey stretch of sea beyond the rain-smeared window of the caravan and glanced across the Formica table that separated him from his guest.


‘More than I thought possible,’ he laughed.


The bald head opposite dipped in acknowledgement, a grin forming on the weathered face. ‘Thought as much.’


DI Dave Warren – more commonly known as Boss by those under his command – let the grin linger for a few moments, before turning serious. ‘You weren’t followed?’


Samson lifted an eyebrow in surprise. ‘You think that’s possible? Even up here?’


‘With what’s going on, anything is possible. You’re up against ruthless people, son. Don’t forget that.’


Turning back to the bleak seascape of Saltwick Bay, Samson didn’t see how he could forget it. His entire life had been turned upside down because of events down in London. Events he didn’t really understand.


‘How’s life in the sticks?’ His boss was casting a disparaging eye at the interior of the caravan, which had seen better days. ‘The locals treating you well?’


Samson gave a dry laugh. ‘That’s one way of putting it. Not everyone has welcomed me with open arms.’


‘But you’re okay? You know . . . up here?’ A stout finger tapped a wrinkled forehead. ‘Not planning on doing anything stupid?’


Suicide. Common amongst police officers cast out into the cold. It wasn’t something that had crossed Samson’s mind. Not even at the beginning when it was all so confusing; when he was being told to flee the city by his boss. And being encouraged to do so quickly by three men in balaclavas who’d used him for kicking practice.


And now? He thought of Bruncliffe and felt a sudden pang for the fells and the dales. For his office in the building on Back Street. And for the company of Delilah Metcalfe and her dog, Tolpuddle.


He wasn’t planning on dying any time soon.


‘You’ll be the first to know,’ he replied.


‘Good . . . good.’ DI Warren fidgeted on the bench seat, as uncomfortable being at rest as Samson was. ‘And you’re keeping your head down? Staying out of trouble?’


The image of a burning caravan played across Samson’s mind. Closely followed by a delightful vision of Delilah in pyjamas as she accompanied him on a stake-out.


‘Yes,’ he lied. The drama that had arisen as a result of his newly formed Dales Detective Agency was better left untold. For a start, he wasn’t sure how the higher powers in the police would take his new enterprise.


‘Make sure it stays that way. You don’t want to attract attention.’


A silence settled between the two men, awkward with the anticipation of bad news. Samson didn’t believe that his boss had set up this meeting, stressing the need for secrecy, simply to enquire after his well-being. He decided to bite the bullet.


‘Have they made any progress? With the investigation?’


DI Warren tapped his fingers on the table, the cigarettes that used to occupy his restless digits missing in the wake of his decision to quit smoking several years ago; his habit of playing with the packet was proving harder to shake. ‘That’s why I’m here,’ he said. ‘Thought you’d want to know in person.’ His hands went still and he fixed Samson with the grey stare that had been one of the only constants through the six turbulent years Samson had spent undercover. ‘They’re going to suspend you. Formally.’


Samson leaned back against the wall of the caravan. Finally. It was happening. For the past four months he’d hoped his boss was being paranoid. That the threat of an investigation was nothing but rumour in a profession that thrived on whispers and speculation.


But here it was. His career was about to be stripped from him. Because no matter how innocent, no one came out of the other side of a suspension without stigma.


‘When?’ he asked.


‘Soon. A week. Maybe four weeks. But sooner rather than later. And you need to know,’ his boss added with a grimace, ‘they’re talking about a prison sentence.’


Samson O’Brien stared back out to sea and wondered if it was too late to change his mind about dying.


Jimmy Thornton had lost his entire family. In the space of two and a bit decades he was the sole surviving Thornton.


He shuffled his feet on the plush carpet of the solicitor’s office, glad he’d changed his boots before coming. Although why it couldn’t wait, he didn’t know. Mother was dead only a couple of days, the funeral not for another couple more. But Matty Thistlethwaite had been insistent and had asked him to drop in when he was next in town.


So here he was, feeling out of place amongst the glass table and the ash shelving. It felt more like a trendy cafe than a place of law. Old Mr Turpin, whose name still adorned the practice, had inhabited a much more traditional office with lots of oak and heavy furnishings, old books on the dark shelves. It had been a proper lawyer’s den.


‘Jimmy, thanks for stopping by.’ Matty was at the door, extending his hand. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss. Your mother was a good woman.’


‘Aye,’ said Jimmy, shaking hands and resuming his seat. ‘She was that. Too good for what she had to endure.’


The solicitor nodded, sitting down across the desk. ‘Actually, that’s the reason I asked you to call in.’


Jimmy fixed him with the unwavering stare of the outdoor man. And waited, in no hurry to pad life with words when others needed to be talking.


‘It’s about your mother. Was she in sound mind of late?’


‘Not the last day or so, not with the morphine. But before that, aye. She was sharp as a tack.’ He gave a dry laugh. ‘Sharp enough to remind me more than once to look after the garden. Why?’


Matty arched his fingers in a steeple and looked down at the desk. Then he looked up at Jimmy. ‘The thing is . . . it’s her will.’


‘Mother’s will?’


The solicitor nodded again. ‘There’s a bit of a problem. Your mother has left half of her estate to you.’


‘Half?’ Jimmy scratched his head, wondering where this bizarre conversation would take him. ‘Who got the other half? The Church?’


‘No, not the Church. Your sister.’


‘Livvy?’ The shock propelled the big man to his feet. ‘Our Livvy? You’re joking, right?’


‘It’s not a joke. In a will deposited with us last month, your mother, Mrs Marian Thornton, left half of her estate to Miss Olivia Thornton.’


‘But . . . but . . .’ Jimmy turned towards the window, perplexed. ‘But our Livvy . . .’


And he gestured towards the grey bell tower of St Oswald’s that could be seen across the marketplace, the church where his sister’s brief life had been commemorated a full twenty-four years before.


‘Sorry to have been the bearer of such news,’ said DI Warren, standing by the caravan door and preparing to leave. ‘But it’s best that you’re forewarned.’


Samson nodded, still trying to take in the magnitude of what a formal suspension meant.


‘And don’t go thinking this means the people behind all this will back off. I’d be even more on my guard now, if I was you.’


‘You think they’ll still come after me? Even now that I’m in the frame?’


The older policeman frowned, fixing Samson with the stare he saved for stupid questions. ‘Are you innocent?’


‘Of course I am!’


‘So there’s your answer. They’ll be doing everything in their power to make sure you don’t look it. So watch your back. And trust no one.’


‘Just like old times,’ Samson muttered, trust not being something he’d granted to many of his acquaintances when he was living in London and working undercover.


His boss turned the door handle and then paused, twisting back to look at Samson.


‘This is serious, son. Really serious. Don’t underestimate the mess you’re in.’


Being accused of corruption. Theft. Of running a racket that involved stealing drugs from evidence and selling them on the open market. Samson knew very well just what a predicament he was in.


‘Believe me, I’ve no intention of taking it anything but seriously.’


A firm slap landed on Samson’s back. ‘I’ll be doing everything I can to help. I’ll have my ear to the ground and if anything comes up from the investigation, I’ll let you know. Until then, just keep your head down and go along with the formalities. As for this conversation . . .’


‘It never happened.’


DI Warren nodded. ‘Best keep it under the radar.’ He opened the caravan door and then turned to hand the plastic bag he’d been carrying to Samson. ‘Here. Almost forgot. They’re for you.’


Samson opened the bag and pulled out a box of expensive chocolates.


‘Valentine’s Day,’ said his boss with a laugh. ‘Walked into the office with them under my arm and now the lads all think I’m off seeing the mistress.’


‘Glad you didn’t choose lacy underwear instead,’ said Samson with a wry smile as they shook hands.


‘Look after yourself, son.’ With one last nod, DI Warren walked down the steps and away from the caravan.


Standing in the doorway, Samson watched the only person on the planet who truly knew him recede into the distance. He had a disturbing sense that his chances of surviving the impending trouble were receding just as quickly.


Jimmy Thornton was staring at the document on the glass table in front of him. ‘There must be some mistake,’ he said. ‘This must be one she made years back, before Livvy . . .’


Matty Thistlethwaite shook his head, leaning across to point at the date. ‘It was drawn up over a year ago, Jimmy,’ he said softy. ‘Your mother knew what she was doing.’


A year ago. Jimmy didn’t need to count back the months. He was a farmer, he marked time in seasons and the cycle of life, and he knew for certain that the day he found out his mother had terminal cancer had been in the middle of the tupping season. After a day on the hills checking the sheep – happy to see the coloured rumps that told him his rams were working hard – he’d called in at the house in the shadow of the quarry. Expecting her to be busy cooking or gardening as usual, he’d been surprised to find his mother sitting at the kitchen table, the stove unlit, the house cold.


She’d got the diagnosis that morning. Hadn’t said a word about the tests until she had conclusive news. No point in worrying him – that had been her excuse for not telling him earlier. Now that there was no avoiding it, she’d told him bluntly. With no drama.


She hadn’t told him about this, though.


‘I don’t understand,’ he said, tapping the will with a broad finger. ‘Why would she do this?’


The mixture of puzzlement and hurt in his client’s voice moved Matty Thistlethwaite. Bruncliffe born and bred, he knew all about the Thornton family and the tragedies that had beset it, Jimmy having been in the year above him at school. The last remaining Thornton didn’t need more trauma to add to the total he’d suffered already.


‘I can’t answer that,’ said the solicitor. ‘And I’m so sorry to be putting this before you so soon after your bereavement. But I didn’t want to keep you in the dark.’


‘Aye, I appreciate all that.’ Jimmy lifted his troubled gaze to the solicitor. ‘But what does this mean?’


‘A bit more paperwork, unfortunately,’ said Matty. ‘We’ll need to get a copy of Livvy’s death certificate before we can proceed and settle the estate.’


Jimmy nodded absent-mindedly. ‘Right, right,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave it with you.’ He stood, itching to be outside on the fells where he could think about this strange turn of events in comfort.


‘I’ll keep you posted,’ said Matty, coming round the desk, hand outstretched. ‘But it’s just a formality. We’ll have it sorted in no time.’
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‘How was York?’


Samson looked up from petting Tolpuddle to see Delilah standing in the doorway, hand on her hip. He’d left the coast early that morning, deciding to make the most of the caravan for one more night after his meeting with the boss. Riding along quiet roads in the dark, his Royal Enfield ate up the miles and he arrived at the office just after eight-thirty. Too late for his usual morning cuppa with the cleaner, Ida Capstick, but crucially Samson had been early enough to get his rucksack up to the second floor before Delilah arrived for the day.


Delilah, who had no idea that, thanks to a cashflow problem, he was not only renting the office space on the ground floor, but was also surreptitiously spending his nights in the spare room at the top of the house amidst her stored furniture. Sleeping in her old bed. It was a situation that required a lot of stealth and deception, so it had been a luxury to sleep without guilt in Whitby. And without the threat of being discovered.


But it was better to be back in Bruncliffe. Walking into his office with its peeling lino, old filing cabinet and red-flocked wallpaper, a slice of weak sunlight filtering through the window and highlighting the gold letters D D A that spanned the glass, it had felt like home. He’d let out a loud laugh at the irony of it. Being anxious to be back in Bruncliffe, a town he couldn’t wait to leave when he was younger. He’d never have thought he could miss the place so badly when he was only away for four days. He was getting as bad as the locals. Next thing he’d be talking about visiting Skipton – thirty minutes down the road – as if it was a big deal. But he’d found himself pining for the fells and the dales. For the sheep dotted across the hills. And the stone walls that marched up and down the landscape. He’d even missed the unpredictable weather.


More than anything, Samson had missed the woman standing in front of him. Delilah Metcalfe, younger sister of his best friend. And her hound, who’d come crashing into his office with unfettered delight to welcome him home.


‘York was lovely,’ he said, rubbing Tolpuddle’s stomach, the Weimaraner writhing on the lino in ecstasy. ‘It was nice to get away.’


‘And your friend?


He smothered a grin, knowing Delilah was ablaze with curiosity. ‘Great. It was like old times.’


‘When did you last see her?’


He noticed with interest the casual assumption as to the nature of his brief holiday. When Delilah had surprised him on Thursday evening as he was leaving, he’d given her the first destination that popped into his head. York. Although, to be truthful, he hadn’t had many details to give. The call had been succinct, his boss merely telling him to set up a safe location for a meet sometime over the next four days. Samson had chosen Whitby. Far enough from Bruncliffe to avoid the chance of bumping into someone who knew him. And not close enough to London to feel the repercussions of the trouble that was stirring.


Yet despite the lack of information, Delilah had turned his impromptu long weekend into a romantic tryst. Enjoying her unfounded suspicions, Samson didn’t feel the need to set her right. It only helped maintain his cover. But he didn’t lie either. ‘Not since I came home.’


Delilah gave a slight tip of her head, her pursed lips the only indication that his truncated answers were as frustrating as they were intended to be. ‘Are we going to get to meet her?’


‘Maybe,’ he shrugged. ‘How about you? How was your Valentine’s event?’


She pushed her hair back behind her ears, a bright smile lighting up her face. ‘Very successful. A full house and lots of happy customers. And then Rick had a party Saturday night at his restaurant in Low Mill. It was brilliant.’


Just like that, Samson’s mood soured.


Rick Procter. Bruncliffe’s successful property developer. A man revered by many in the town for his work ethic, his philanthropy, even his classic good looks.


Samson hated him.


He couldn’t help it. Rick had been a bully at school, and nothing Samson had witnessed since returning to town had led him to revise that opinion. The fact that his own father had been swindled out of the family farm by Procter Properties during Samson’s absence didn’t help, even if an addiction to alcohol on Joseph O’Brien’s part had aided that particular deal.


And it was a hatred that was mutual.


Rick Procter had made his feelings clear several times in the four months Samson had been back. Samson was to leave town. Quickly. And Delilah Metcalfe was off-limits.


Watching the woman in question, Samson wondered how she’d react if she knew that Bruncliffe’s property magnate was so high-handed in relation to her; that Rick Procter considered her his. Samson suspected that famous temper would fly, and possibly a fist too – something he himself had experienced on his first day home. Delilah Metcalfe had a right hook to be feared.


But Samson wasn’t about to enlighten her as to how the property developer viewed her. Not yet. He had a score to settle with Rick Procter, so he was biding his time. Plus, the little he’d witnessed of the man in the last few months had been enough to trigger his suspicions. Having spent fourteen years in the police force and six of those years working as an undercover operative, Samson’s instinct for wrongdoing was finely tuned. That pile of cash he’d seen Rick with at Fellside Court, the retirement complex Procter Properties owned, had set it twitching. What had that been about? There was something shady about the property developer. Something Samson would enjoy investigating further, especially if it gave him the means by which to bring about Rick’s downfall. And then he would tell Delilah.


Spirits rallying at the thought of Miss Metcalfe taking a swing at Rick Procter, Samson listened to the end of her tale about the Valentine’s celebrations.


‘Anyway,’ she was concluding, ‘you missed a really good night.’


‘Sounds like it,’ he lied, noting the forced cheer, the over-sunny smile. Delilah would be rubbish undercover. Her Valentine’s weekend had been every bit as miserable as his. ‘Here,’ he said, reaching into his desk and taking out a plastic bag. ‘I brought you back a souvenir.’


‘From York?’ she said with a smile, already pulling out the box inside. A flutter of white paper drifted to the floor.


The receipt. Samson could have kicked himself. A slip-up of the biggest order. He hadn’t checked the bag the boss had given him. Bending down, he casually picked up the piece of paper that was enough to expose his deceit, a Covent Garden address emblazoned across the top. He crumpled it in his fist and slid it into his pocket, Delilah too caught up in the pleasure of her unexpected gift to notice.


‘Wow – Hotel Chocolat!’ She laughed as she took in the elaborate box. ‘Business must be going well.’


Samson shrugged nonchalantly, thrown by how lax he’d become. Four months in the Yorkshire Dales and he’d lost his touch, making the kind of errors that would get him killed undercover. Delilah Metcalfe had that effect on him.


‘Business is great,’ he said.


It was yet another lie. When he’d arrived back in Bruncliffe in October, he’d set up the town’s only detective agency as a means to keep himself occupied while he served his time in exile from London. He’d also hoped it would be a much-needed source of funds. With a court case in the future a distinct prospect, Samson was reluctant to touch the money he was still being paid by the Metropolitan Police Service. In the coming months he might need every penny to pay for lawyers. So right now, with his bank balance depleted thanks to his unexpected trip to the coast, he needed a case. Something that would actually pay. Unfortunately the good folk of Bruncliffe weren’t exactly beating a path to his door. ‘You?’ he asked.


‘Inundated.’ Her eyes flickered down to the dog. ‘Run off my feet, actually.’


‘Good.’


‘Well, I’d best get to work. Thanks for these.’ She tapped the chocolate box and stood there for a pause, then turned to go. And at that moment the doorbell went.


‘I’ll get it,’ she said eagerly.


‘No need. It’ll be for me,’ he said, rising from his chair hopefully.


But she was already in the hall, opening the front door. ‘Matty!’ he heard her exclaim. ‘Good morning. I don’t suppose you’re here looking for love?’


Matty Thistlethwaite laughed. ‘No. Not today.’


‘Well, come in anyway.’


Samson saw the disappointment on Delilah’s face as she turned to close the door. She was as desperate for business as he was.


‘Hi, Samson,’ Matty was holding out a hand. ‘How was York?’


After the anonymity of London, which had only been enhanced by his clandestine life, Samson still found himself caught off guard by the efficiency of Bruncliffe’s grapevine and the fact that people knew all about his movements.


‘Great,’ he said. ‘How are things with you? Busy?’


‘Too busy! Christmas seems an age away already,’ laughed the solicitor.


‘Anything interesting?’


‘That’s why I’m here. I’ve come for help.’


‘My help, I presume?’ asked Samson, getting a glare from Delilah in return.


Matty nodded, oblivious to the office politics playing out behind his back. ‘Yes. Have you got time to discuss it now?’


‘Of course.’ Samson gestured towards his office, but not before Delilah could interrupt.


‘A cup of tea, Matty?’ she asked with a sweet smile. ‘I was just about to make one for Samson.’


Matty’s eyebrows, thick and plentiful as befitted a Thistlethwaite, rose dramatically. ‘Why, yes. Thanks. That would be great.’


He watched Delilah walk up the stairs to the kitchen on the first floor and then turned to Samson as they entered the office. ‘You’ve got Delilah Metcalfe making your tea?’ he asked, incredulous.


Samson forced a smile. ‘She makes a wonderful secretary,’ he said, in a tone calculated to be heard in the kitchen upstairs, where he knew Delilah was at that moment making tea strong enough to fell an elephant. He also knew she would arrive back downstairs with three drinks and her notebook, fully intending to sit in on the meeting with the solicitor. And there wouldn’t be a thing Samson could do about it.


‘Let me get this right,’ said Samson as the three of them sat around his desk fifteen minutes later, mugs of tea to hand, Tolpuddle dozing in his bed in the corner. ‘Mrs Thornton made a will leaving half her estate to Livvy, knowing that her daughter died years ago?’


Matty nodded. ‘That’s it in a nutshell.’


‘So why do you need help?’ asked Delilah. ‘Surely it’s an open-and-shut case?’


‘It should be,’ agreed the solicitor. ‘Usually in a situation where there are only two beneficiaries, both issue of the testator, if one has predeceased the testator without issue themselves and there are no substitution clauses in the will, all assets pass to the remaining named beneficiary. Which, without the legalese, means that with Livvy having died without leaving any surviving children, all of Mrs Thornton’s possessions should simply transfer to Jimmy.’


‘But it’s not that straightforward?’ queried Samson.


‘I wish it were.’ Matty grimaced. ‘As the executor of the will, I have to follow due process and establish proof of death for any beneficiaries before I can proceed.’


‘Well, that’s not going to be hard,’ said Delilah. ‘All of us can remember Livvy dying.’


Samson nodded, the incident shocking enough to have penetrated his own fog of grief all those years ago. ‘Difficult to forget. She was such a gorgeous girl.’


For a second he saw her again. Auburn hair, a dazzling smile, against the backdrop of the scarred limestone behind her house – it had always seemed odd to him as a child that someone so vivacious could live up in the desolation of the quarry. He’d been eleven when she died. Caught up in the struggle to keep Twistleton Farm afloat and his father sober, he’d become a less frequent attendee at school, so he didn’t hear the news straight away. It was his neighbour, Ida Capstick, who’d told him.


‘That Thornton lass has died,’ she’d said in her typically blunt manner, shaking her head and tutting at the loss. ‘Another one gone who was too good for this place.’


She’d looked pointedly at Samson, letting him know that his mother wasn’t forgotten. Even if his father was doing his best to drink away every memory he had.


Samson had made a rare appearance at school the next day. And the next. And every day after that, until young Jimmy Thornton came back to class. At the first break Samson had gone up to him, recognising the hunched shoulders, the defiant glare of a lad trying to hide his sorrow. He also recognised the absence around the boy, his friends unable to handle the magnitude of loss.


‘You okay?’ he’d asked.


Eight-year-old Jimmy had nodded, bottom lip trapped between his teeth.


‘Let’s play football then,’ said Samson, leading the way across the playground to a group of lads his age who were kicking a ball around, a couple of the Metcalfe lads amongst them.


Jimmy had followed, mesmerised. He was being invited to play with the big boys.


For the next month Samson had attended school every day, and Jimmy Thornton had been a part of every playground activity. He still wasn’t laughing much. And the aura of sadness never left him. But at least he wasn’t on his own.


By the following September, Samson had moved up to the big school, where his attendance was to become even more sporadic. So he didn’t really know much about Jimmy beyond that brief period after Livvy’s death. But he knew the lad’s pain.


And he knew the lad’s sister had been a special person. For on Samson’s own return to school after the death of his mother when he was eight, it had been Livvy Thornton who’d had the courage to cross that invisible line of grief. Just turned fifteen and already carrying the features that would make her beautiful, she’d walked up to him at the school gate and thrown her arms around him. He’d been entranced. By her vibrant hair. By her softness. By her smile. She’d kissed him on the forehead, told him how wonderful his mother was and, in doing so, added the young O’Brien to a list of boys in Bruncliffe who worshipped the ground Livvy Thornton walked on.


‘What a woman she would have been,’ Samson murmured, his sense of loss acute despite the intervening years.


‘I can just about remember her,’ said Delilah, casting a cheeky grin at the other two, ‘not being as old as you. But I remember Will being devastated when he came home from school that day.’


‘Him and most of Bruncliffe,’ said Matty. ‘There was something exceptional about Livvy. She was one of those people you just knew was going to go on and do something amazing. And instead of that, she’s killed in a traffic accident. It’s like all of us were robbed of something when she died.’


‘How old was she?’ asked Delilah.


‘Seventeen.’


‘Poor Jimmy. Imagine losing your sister like that.’


‘And then his father not long after,’ added Matty. ‘Life can be cruel.’


‘Not sure his father would have been as widely mourned,’ said Samson.


‘You knew Carl Thornton?’


‘Not through choice. When I’d be trying to drag Dad out of the Fleece, Thornton would be in there, getting drunk and shedding tears over his precious Livvy. Until someone knocked his arm and spilled his drink, and then he’d explode in violence.’


‘He certainly took a violent way to go,’ said Delilah, shuddering. ‘Turning a shotgun on yourself is not the easiest option for leaving this world.’


‘Grief tears people up in different ways,’ said Samson, thinking about his mother’s death and his father’s decision to drink himself numb in the wake of it. ‘Which makes me wonder if that’s what this situation is. A manifestation of Mrs Thornton’s grief.’


‘You mean she added Livvy’s name to the will deliberately, as a kind of tribute?’ asked Matty.


‘Yes. A final acknowledgement of her daughter from a woman who knew she was dying.’


‘That makes sense. And in truth, that gesture in itself shouldn’t complicate things unduly when it comes to executing the will. However, what does complicate things,’ said Matty, a frown returning to his forehead, ‘is not being able to prove Livvy is dead.’


‘What?’ Delilah was staring at the solicitor. ‘How do you mean you can’t prove it?’


‘I can’t find a death certificate. And I’ve looked everywhere. I’ve accessed the national database. I’ve tried the local register office. There is no paperwork to attest to her death.’ Matty shrugged. ‘As far as the state is concerned, Olivia Thornton is not deceased.’


‘Which is why you need help,’ said Samson.


‘Precisely. I need someone to do a bit of legwork for me. Although,’ added the solicitor, turning to Delilah, ‘the more I think about it, this one might require some local knowledge, too. You know Jimmy Thornton quite well?’


‘Well enough,’ she said. ‘He was good friends with my brother Chris when he was younger. They were in the same year at school, and Jimmy was up at the farm a fair bit. He was also a client of the dating agency.’


‘Was?’


She grinned. ‘Yes. Unfortunately, when I’m successful I lose my clients. He’s engaged to a young woman he met through my website.’


Matty nodded. ‘In that case,’ he said, looking from Delilah to Samson and back again, ‘I’d like to hire you both.’


Delilah’s delight was clear to see, while Samson stifled a groan. He wasn’t sure he could survive working with Delilah Metcalfe again.


Thorough in the way you’d expect of a conscientious solicitor, it took Matty a full fifteen minutes to satisfy himself that his hired help understood their remit: Samson and Delilah were tasked with finding the necessary paperwork that would testify to Olivia Thornton’s death. Or, if that proved impossible, discovering why there was no official verification.


‘Excellent,’ said Matty, getting to his feet. ‘How soon can you get onto this?’


Samson made a show of consulting his laptop while Delilah tapped her smartwatch and scrolled through her diary.


‘If I move a few appointments, I can start tomorrow,’ said Delilah. ‘Would that suit you, Samson?’


‘Yes. I can juggle things around to make that work,’ he said, looking at a blank screen.


‘I really appreciate it,’ said Matty, bending down to fondle Tolpuddle’s ears, the dog stretching in his bed. ‘It’s great to know you’re both so busy, though. Helps keep this guy in dog biscuits.’


Tolpuddle closed his eyes, head flopping back onto his paws, and Matty laughed. Then he glanced at Delilah. The shake of her head was so slight, Samson almost missed it. But it was impossible not to notice the intensity with which she was regarding the solicitor.


‘I’ll walk you out, Matty,’ she said, ushering him out of the room and closing the door behind them.


The second they left his office, Samson moved across to the door. And put his ear to it.


‘Sorry,’ he heard Delilah murmur. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude.’


‘You still haven’t told him, have you?’ Matty asked.


‘No. And I don’t intend to.’


‘You’re making a mistake. The law can’t help you with this. But Samson might be able to.’


‘I don’t see how.’


A pause. And then the sound of the front door opening, the voices harder to hear now.


Samson hurried back to the desk, gathered up the mugs onto the tray and, with a perfect excuse, headed out into the hall. He was in time to see Delilah closing the front door and turning round, a hand to her mouth, her face twisted in worry.


‘Everything okay?’ he asked.


She glanced up, a bright smile chasing away the frown. ‘Yes. Fine. Just thinking about how much I’m going to have to rejig my schedule.’


She breezed past him and into the office, where he heard her making a fuss of Tolpuddle.


Rejig her schedule, indeed, thought Samson, not fooled for a moment by her lies as he made his way up to the kitchen with the tray. He’d bet everything he had – which wasn’t much – on her calendar being as blank as his own. So what was bothering Miss Metcalfe? And how come Matty Thistlethwaite knew all about it and he didn’t?


More importantly, if it was something Matty believed Samson could sort, how come she hadn’t asked for help?


‘What do you think, boy? Should I ask him?’


Tolpuddle regarded Delilah with his head tilted, one ear slightly cocked, delighting in the fuss she was making of him. It wasn’t exactly an answer.


Trouble was, Delilah already knew the answer. Matty was right. She’d been to see him before Christmas to explain the situation, and Matty had been clear – the law wasn’t going to be able to help her keep her dog. The paperwork from the Kennel Club was in her ex-husband’s name, so she was fooling herself if she thought she could win a court case. Neil would be awarded custody the minute those documents were produced. Even though everyone in Bruncliffe knew Tolpuddle was her dog, bought by Neil in a rare thoughtful act to ease her heartbreak after the loss of her brother, Ryan.


So, other than running away with Tolpuddle, Samson was Delilah’s only remaining option.


But asking him for help would mean telling him she’d been married. And divorced. Something she was certain he wasn’t aware of, having been away from Bruncliffe in the years she lived to regret her reckless decision to wed Neil Taylor, son of the town’s most successful estate agent and the current mayor. She was afraid Samson would think badly of her. Give her lectures on the perils of youthful romance just as Will, her oldest brother, insisted on doing every time her failed marriage was brought up.


Besides, she decided as she heard footsteps coming back down the stairs, what on earth could Samson do anyway? There was absolutely no point in telling him.


Slapping a smile on her face, she moved towards the door, Tolpuddle in tow. A run on the fells. That would help clear her head. After all, nearly two months had passed since Neil had contacted her to say he would be coming to Bruncliffe to take what he considered to be his dog. There hadn’t been a word from him since. Given his fickle nature, there was every chance he’d had second thoughts and decided he didn’t want Tolpuddle back in his life.


With her head firmly buried in the sand, Delilah headed upstairs to change.
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Wednesday morning dawned bright and clear, a crisp sky above the Dales and a sharp wind blowing from the east. But inside the Dales Detective Agency, dark clouds were brewing.


‘I said no. You’re not coming.’


Delilah scowled, her right foot very close to being stomped on the tattered lino of Samson’s office floor. ‘I am coming. Matty hired both of us, or have you forgotten that already?’


Samson scowled back at her. ‘How could I forget it when it’s all you’ve talked about since yesterday morning? But that doesn’t change anything. I work better alone.’


‘Huh! Not much evidence of that lately. Who had to run across the fells chasing a killer?’


‘Only because I was injured in a fight with said killer. And besides, the victims were all your clients, so in actual fact I was helping you.’


‘What about at Fellside Court?’ Delilah continued, referring to events just before Christmas. ‘You couldn’t have sorted that without my input. You haven’t got a clue about surveillance cameras and spy software.’


‘Gadgets which only work if someone doesn’t tip a cup of tea all over them,’ he replied pointedly.


‘That’s not fair! It was Tolpuddle’s fault.’


‘That’s right. Blame the dog when he’s not here to defend himself. Where is the hound, by the way?’


‘Clarissa Ralph is looking after him,’ said Delilah with a twinge of guilt. Normally Tolpuddle never left her side, his anxiety in the wake of her divorce such that he didn’t cope well with being separated from her. Or rather, things around him didn’t cope well. Shoes, trainers, cushions – when Tolpuddle got stressed, they took the brunt of his worries. All accompanied by a loud wail that could be mistaken for an air-raid siren.


Since Samson’s arrival, however, the dog had been a lot calmer, happy to spend time alone with the returned detective to the extent that he now had a bed in both offices, and passed his days wandering between the two of them. He’d also taken a shine to Clarissa Ralph, one of the residents of Fellside Court, the retirement complex where Samson’s father lived. And the place that had been the setting for the awful events that had come to light before Christmas.


Still coming to terms with the tragedy that had visited their peaceful world, Clarissa and her sister, Edith Hird, had leapt at the chance to look after Tolpuddle. But that didn’t stop Delilah feeling guilty. Abandoning him for half a day when she had no idea how many more days she’d have with him.


‘Maybe you’re right,’ she said to Samson, her enthusiasm for detective work fading. ‘I’ll stay here. With Tolpuddle.’


Samson stared at her, waiting for the laughter. But none came. Delilah Metcalfe had just backed down. In all the years he’d known her, he could never remember her capitulating in an argument quite so easily.


‘Are you okay?’ he asked.


‘Yes. Why?’ she snapped.


‘It’s just not like you to give in so soon. I was expecting this to carry on all the way up to Rainsrigg.’


She shrugged, already heading for the stairs and her office on the first floor. ‘I’ve got better things to be doing than arguing with you.’


‘But it’s a lovely morning,’ he urged. ‘Come on. It’ll do you good to get out.’


She paused on the first step, clearly wavering.


‘We can take the bike. Come back the scenic route.’ He was holding out the spare helmet, knowing how strong the pull of the Royal Enfield was.


‘I suppose it wouldn’t hurt,’ she said, stepping back down into the hall.


Ten minutes later, not sure how he’d gone from refusing her company to begging her to go with him, Samson O’Brien was pulling out of the ginnel at the back of the office building, a pillion passenger up behind him. As they rode round the marketplace and down Church Street, passing under the high arches of the viaduct towards Gunnerstang Brow, he decided that working with Delilah Metcalfe would never be straightforward.


‘How can anyone live here?’ asked Delilah. Helmet in hand, she was staring at the road ahead and the brutal landscape it led to.


They’d turned off the main road just before they got to the top of Gunnerstang Brow to the west of town and Samson had pulled over, the motorbike idling beneath them. Like her, he’d removed his helmet, the wind whipping at his shoulder-length hair.


‘I suppose some people don’t have a choice,’ he suggested, feeling anew the amazement that this place had produced someone as vivid as Livvy Thornton.


It was stark. A narrow road winding away into a ravaged hillside, bare rock cut into tiers, rusting machinery left abandoned. White. Grey. Black. Not a hint of green. It was as unlike the Dales around it as you could get.


Rainsrigg Quarry. Once a thriving industry providing work for many in Bruncliffe, now it was simply an empty pocket gouged out of the landscape. And just in front of it, like a defiant watchman guarding a burnt-out warehouse, was a cottage. The Thornton home. Although, with Mrs Thornton now deceased, it would probably be changing hands before long.


‘When did the quarry close?’ asked Samson, taken aback at the desolation ahead of him. When he’d left town it had been going strong, employing quite a few of his friends from school.


‘Must be ten years ago. Maybe more. Now it’s just a perfect setting for grief,’ muttered Delilah, putting her helmet back on. ‘It gives me the creeps.’


Samson pulled his own helmet on and they made their way down the road to the house, coming to a stop beside the Land Rover parked out front where the large figure of Jimmy Thornton was already waiting for them.


‘I saw you coming,’ Jimmy said, nodding back in the direction of the main road. ‘Bit difficult to sneak up on anyone here.’ He held out a large hand. ‘Good to have you home, Samson.’


Unused to being welcomed so warmly in Bruncliffe, Samson felt his hand engulfed in the man’s huge grip. ‘Sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances,’ he said. ‘I presume Matty Thistlethwaite filled you in on why we’re here.’


Jimmy tilted his head to one side. ‘Aye. Something about Livvy’s death certificate being missing. Not as I see how I can help, but come on in. We’ll have more comfort if we talk inside.’


He led them through the front garden, Delilah noting the small but immaculate lawn, the tidy borders dotted with snowdrops and the green tips of daffodils bright against the winter soil. Inside was just as well kept. A narrow hallway took them past the front room and into a kitchen at the back, which spanned the full width of the house. Wooden units ran along the walls, a range took up one side and a table nestled in the far corner against the window. The room looked out across a back garden with a sizeable vegetable patch and an old barn. And onto the quarry, the vista a complete contrast to the farmland that had formed the backdrop to Metcalfe family meals.


‘What an unusual view,’ Delilah said.


‘That’s one way of putting it,’ said Jimmy, gesturing for them to sit in while he poured tea.


‘Do you get used to it?’


‘I didn’t. Hated it when I was a nipper. Hate it now.’ He shook his head in disgust at the bare rock cutting into the fellside. ‘Mother liked it, though. Said it takes all sorts to make Nature.’


The wind gusted outside, swirling up an eddy of white dust which spattered against the glass.


‘Spent her whole life trying to keep that damn dirt out,’ muttered Jimmy.


‘You weren’t tempted to move after your father died?’


‘I was.’ He placed three mugs on the table. Delilah, noting the strength of the brew and the excess of milk, didn’t dare look at Samson, whose southern tastebuds hadn’t yet reacclimatised to Dales-style tea.


‘Your mother wouldn’t move?’ Samson asked, not reaching for a mug.


‘Wouldn’t hear of it. When I left home I still couldn’t get her to budge. And it wasn’t for want of trying. I tried to persuade her to take one of those flats Rick Procter built in the old mill, but she always said she’d miss her vegetable patch. And her precious rhubarb. Even on her deathbed she was telling me to look after it.’ Jimmy shrugged. ‘Truth is, she associated the house with Livvy. Despite the fact that Livvy wasn’t living here any longer when she died.’


‘She was in Leeds, wasn’t she?’ asked Samson. It was a question he already knew the answer to. Because when he’d fled Bruncliffe that night fourteen years ago, he’d headed for Leeds himself. Partly because of Livvy Thornton. She’d been dead a while then, but even so, he’d liked the connection. Although she hadn’t stolen her father’s Royal Enfield to make the journey.


‘Yes. I was only eight when she moved out so I can’t remember exact dates,’ said Jimmy. ‘But she must have been there a few months before the accident, because I know she wasn’t here when the curlews came back that year. We used to compete to see who could hear the first one of the season. I remember running home to tell her there was one above Hardacre’s farm, forgetting that she wasn’t there to tell.’


‘So she left home in early spring?’


‘Must have been. She never did hear that curlew.’ He gave an apologetic shrug.


‘We’ve got the date of the accident as May the twenty-ninth. Is that right?’ asked Delilah.


Jimmy nodded. ‘You think that might be causing the problem with the paperwork? A mistake with the date?’


‘It could be that simple,’ said Samson. ‘But at this stage we’re just making sure we’ve got all the facts. Like where Livvy was living in Leeds. Do you happen to know?’


‘No. I never got to visit her.’


‘Do you have any letters from her? Anything with an address on?’


A shadow crossed the big man’s face. ‘Nothing. All I know is that she worked at a hairdresser’s called Snips. I remember thinking that was funny as a kid.’


‘Your mother never talked about where Livvy was?’ asked Delilah.


‘No.’ The answer was concise and clipped, as if Jimmy’s lips had closed before other words could tumble out.


‘So did she come home much in that time?’


‘Not once.’ Jimmy stared at the table.


‘And you didn’t go to Leeds, which means the last time you saw her . . .’ Delilah paused, upset to think about the eight-year-old boy and all he’d lost.


‘I last saw Livvy here,’ said Jimmy with a long sigh.


‘You poor thing.’ Delilah reached out a hand to the farmer’s arm.


‘What about the accident?’ Samson asked. ‘What do you remember about it?’


‘Not a lot. Mother didn’t talk about it. And Father . . .’ His gaze shifted to the old barn in the yard. ‘I didn’t get much chance to talk to Father about it.’ He stared back down at the table, large hands toying with his mug. ‘But the basics are that Livvy was run over crossing the road. They never caught the driver.’


‘It was a hit-and-run?’ asked Delilah.


‘Yeah. Coward! Ruined our lives without so much as a glance back.’ He looked at Delilah. ‘Guess you were too young to remember any of this. But your brother was good to me. Ryan,’ he added, realising that in a family with five sons, distinction was needed.


It was Delilah’s turn to focus on her mug. Ryan. Middle son of five. Delilah’s adored older brother and Samson’s best friend. Killed in Afghanistan two years ago. She still hadn’t got used to the loss.


‘You too,’ continued Jimmy, turning to Samson. ‘You got me through the worst of it.’ He gave a dry laugh. ‘I reckon we’ve got a fair bit of experience of grief around this table. We should set up a counselling service or something.’


Samson laughed. ‘Bruncliffe Bereavement Bureau?’


‘That’d do the trick.’ Jimmy smiled. Then he noticed the mug of tea untouched on the table. ‘Here,’ he said passing it to Samson. ‘Don’t forget your tea.’


‘Thanks,’ murmured the detective without conviction. He took a sip and placed the mug promptly back down. ‘I don’t suppose you have a photograph of Livvy to hand?’


Jimmy reached over to the dresser and pulled open a drawer. ‘Matty said you’d want something like that,’ he said, taking out a framed photo and handing it to Delilah. ‘This was on Mother’s bedside table ever since the day Livvy left home. It’s the most up-to-date one we have, taken just after her seventeenth birthday.’


Delilah took the frame, looking at the girl encased in it. Long hair in soft waves around her face, a bright smile on her lips, she was sitting on the grass looking up at the camera, both of her arms wrapped around a handsome border collie, the dog’s distinctive colouring as auburn as her hair.


‘They’re beautiful,’ she said.


Jimmy nodded. ‘And inseparable. Livvy and Red went everywhere together. He wouldn’t leave her side. Bit like you and that grey hound of yours,’ he added.


‘Unusual colouring for a collie,’ said Samson.


‘That’s how Livvy ended up with him. Red was the runt of a litter and not the healthiest pup. And on top of that, his colouring wasn’t what was in fashion. Livvy pestered the breeder until he caved and let her have the pup for almost nothing.’ He smiled. ‘She could be very persuasive.’


‘Can we take a copy of this?’ asked Delilah, getting her phone out of her pocket.


‘Sure. If you think it will help.’


‘Did Red go with Livvy to Leeds?’ Samson was looking at the photo now.


‘Of course. Like I said, they couldn’t bear to be apart. I often wonder where he ended up.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He disappeared. After the accident. Mother always reckoned he probably chased the car and then got lost.’


‘Oh! How sad!’ Delilah said, her hand going to her mouth. ‘You never found him?’


‘No. I even persuaded Mother to take me over there so I could put posters up. I must have covered every lamp post in the vicinity. But we never heard anything.’ His face twisted in irony. ‘Then Father went and killed himself, and Red faded into the past.’ A heavy silence fell across the table before Jimmy Thornton got to his feet, large hands hanging by his side. ‘I can’t tell you any more than that. But I’m sure you’ll find the paperwork you need. This is nowt but a hitch in the system.’


‘You’re probably right,’ said Samson, standing too. ‘Just one last question. Your mother didn’t give you any indication as to why she left Livvy in the will?’


‘I didn’t know she had, until Matty called me in.’ Jimmy scratched his head. ‘Can’t think what possessed her.’


‘Could it have been for sentimental reasons?’


‘Not Mother. She was tough. Had to be, with what life threw at her. She’d be right vexed if she knew what a fuss she’d created. Always hated a fuss, did Mother.’


‘We’ll get to the bottom of it,’ said Samson, shaking hands with the younger man. ‘Thanks for your time. Matty will let you know how we get on.’


‘Aye. No doubt he will. He’s thorough, I’ll give him that.’ He smiled, turning to Delilah. ‘And remember me to Chris if you’re over in Leeds. Tell him to give me a call next time he’s home. Reckon we’re owed a catch-up in the Fleece.’


‘I will do,’ said Delilah, knowing her brother would be pleased to hear from his old school friend. She followed the two men back out into the front garden, struck again by how odd the house was, sitting there on the edge of the quarry.


‘It must have been noisy living here when this place was open,’ she said as they reached the motorbike.


‘I wasn’t around much. I was at school during the day, and in the holidays I was off on the fells. Or working down at Tom Hardacre’s.’


‘Over on the Horton Road?’ asked Samson, thinking of the farm which was situated on the way out of Bruncliffe to the north-west. ‘Quite a trek from here.’


Jimmy tipped his head towards the copse to the right of the quarry. ‘There’s a path through there that leads straight down to it. Ten-minute walk.’


‘Do you still work there?’ asked Samson.


‘No. I stayed on for a couple of years after I left school, but when his lad Oscar took over, I quit. Tom helped me get a tenancy on a place up near Bowland Knotts. Been there ten years.’


‘That must be a change,’ Samson laughed, remembering the wildness of the land to the west of Bruncliffe, where grouse, lapwings and curlews were a common sight. It was a far cry from the bleak panorama of Rainsrigg Quarry.


‘Tell me about it. I hate coming back here. If it hadn’t been for Mother . . .’ Jimmy paused, then gave a bitter smile. ‘Guess I won’t need to come over much more. Once I’ve cleared out the house, I’ll be done with it.’


‘Will you sell it?’ Delilah asked.


‘Not mine to sell,’ said Jimmy. ‘It’s rented. It came with Father’s job as foreman at the quarry. When he died, the quarry owners agreed to let us stay on. I think they saw the writing on the wall and knew the site would be closing.’ He looked at the squat cottage with unexpected sadness. ‘Not sure they’ll find anyone to take it on now Mother’s gone. It’ll probably go the same way as the rest of this place.’


Delilah squeezed his arm. ‘It was good to see you, Jimmy. Despite the circumstances. And tell Gemma I said hello.’


The clouds that had swept across the farmer’s face cleared at the mention of the woman’s name. ‘I’ll be sure to,’ he said. ‘Best thing I ever did, calling in to your dating agency that day.’


‘Make sure you tell all your single friends that,’ said Delilah with a laugh. ‘And when you two finally get married, I want an invitation.’


Jimmy blushed, foot swiping at the dust on the ground. ‘Funny you should say that . . .’


‘You’ve set a date?’


He grinned. ‘Not exactly. What with Mother being sick and all, we haven’t had time.’ He paused, then spoke in an excited rush. ‘Gemma is pregnant.’


‘Oh, wow!’ Delilah’s face split into a smile. ‘That’s fantastic news. When is the baby due?’


‘Not for a while. We only found out a couple of weeks ago so we’re not telling folk just yet. But I thought you had a right to know. Seeing as you brought us together, like.’


‘Did your mother know?’


‘We came straight here from the doctor’s. Just as well as she was gone not long after.’ He gave a rueful smile. ‘I promised her we’d call the baby Olivia, if it’s a girl. Seems only fitting.’


‘It’s a lovely idea,’ said Delilah, putting on her helmet. ‘Take good care of Gemma.’


Jimmy laughed. ‘Aye. And you take care riding round on that thing.’ He gave the Royal Enfield an envious glance as Samson started the bike, the throb of the engine echoing around the walls of the quarry. Then he turned and went back inside the cottage.


Samson sat there for a moment or two, the motorbike rumbling beneath him, a feeling of disquiet settling on his shoulders. There was something about the place. An eeriness that had his heightened senses twitching. He stared at the blank face of the house for a moment and then let his gaze pass beyond it to the cluster of trees to the side of the quarry.


He could swear someone was watching them.


‘Are we going to sit here all day?’ Delilah shouted over the noise of the bike. ‘It’s just I’ve got a dog waiting back in town . . .’


Samson flicked his visor down, revved the engine and pulled away, glad to put distance between them and Rainsrigg.


They were gone. The vibrant bike disappearing up the track in a cloud of dust, the sound of the engine lingering in the echoes off the rocks. They’d disturbed the place. Uprooted it from its habitual quiet.


They’d begun to uproot the past, too. And that couldn’t be allowed.


The gun was lowered, the barrel dropping below shoulder height. It had been trained on the man. O’Brien. If he kept digging, it would be used on him, too.


For the past needed to be protected. In whatever way necessary.
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The ride back into Bruncliffe was cathartic. Instead of turning left out of the quarry road and heading straight into town, Samson turned right, taking them up over Gunnerstang Brow, past the cafe owned by Titch Harrison, a For Sale sign outside it. Once on the top, the views opened up before them, out across the edge of the Dales, the Lakeland Fells marking the horizon in the distance. They were so clear, their serrated outlines sharp against the blue sky.


Not feeling like he’d shaken all of the dust from Rainsrigg off him, Samson pushed on, down the hill to the main road. Turning left towards Skipton, he opened up the throttle and the Enfield sped away, cutting around the edge of Bruncliffe, the town a huddle of slate roofs topped by the dramatic rise of the limestone crag at the back.


Whenever he saw his birthplace of late, he marvelled at how impressive it was. And wondered at how he’d never appreciated that until he’d returned. This morning, with the sun shining down on it, the tall chimneys of the disused mills marking either end, it was a burst of colour, welcome relief after the reduced palette of Rainsrigg Quarry.


Soon they had passed Bruncliffe Old Station and Samson was turning left onto High Street, easing the bike back to a more moderate pace as they rode past fields towards town. The rugby ground appeared on their left, cement mixers and builders’ vans parked up along the road. Three months after the clubhouse had been burned to the ground, work was under way to replace it, the heavy-set figure of the club secretary, Harry Furness, amongst the builders. Spotting the vintage motorbike, Harry waved, causing the man next to him to likewise turn his attention to the Royal Enfield. The blond head of Rick Procter was unmistakable.


Samson grinned behind his visor. Knowing his pillion passenger was instantly recognisable, the decision to ride the long way home suddenly felt more than justified. By the time they pulled up outside the front of the office building, he was in a good mood. A tap on his back from Delilah soon changed things.


‘You’ve got a customer,’ she said, helmet already in her hand as she got off the bike.


He looked towards the large window with the initials D D A stencilled across it. A man was standing in front of the glass, staring at the letters and tipping his head back to compare them with the window above on the first floor. Another window where D D A spanned the glass.


Dales Detective Agency on the ground floor; Dales Dating Agency on the first floor. It was something Delilah hadn’t been happy about when Samson took on the tenancy, this ridiculous duplicating of letters, but in actual fact it hadn’t proved a problem. Apart from the odd person getting the offices the wrong way round, which soon became apparent.
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