




[image: Cover Image: Date with Betrayal by Julia Chapman]










Julia Chapman


DATE WITH BETRAYAL


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: Pan Books logo]









For Harry, 


as you hang up your sheriff’s badge 


and ride off into the sunset . . . 


Thank you!
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Two Days Before . . .


They ambushed her in the ginnel on her way back to the office. With the evening throwing the narrow alleyway into gloom and the large mass of the limestone outcrop overhead adding to the shadows, she didn’t see it coming. One minute she was walking towards someone she knew. The next, two strong arms were grabbing her from behind, the Chinese meal and bottle of wine she’d been carrying knocked to the ground, glass smashing. She tried to scream, but a large hand was covering her mouth. So she kicked instead, backwards, the satisfaction of feeling her heels connect with solid shins, a rough grunt of pain her reward.


Useless though.


Those same strong arms lifted her off her feet and bundled her to the end of the ginnel, towards a waiting car. She had a glimpse of sleek black lines, a BMW, and then she was sprawled on the back seat, face pushed into leather, aware of the roar of the engine as the vehicle sped away. Aware of the panicked thumping of her heart.


She’d been warned that there was trouble coming. Warned not to trust anyone. But she’d mocked those attempts to protect her. And now she’d been abducted.


Alongside the fear, she felt an overwhelming sense of shame. She’d been an idiot for not listening.


Forcing her terrified mind onto more practical matters, she noted the car had started climbing, the incline steep enough to roll her body against the back of the seat, her head kept face down by a heavy hand. She lay there, twisted uncomfortably, counting off the seconds, doing her best to track time. Approximately three minutes later they turned right, onto more level terrain, a track of some sort, the BMW jolting along it for twenty seconds before stopping. A blindfold was pulled over her eyes and she was hauled out into the evening air.


But only an offcumden born beyond the stone walls of the Dales could think a piece of cloth was enough to befuddle this local. With a strong wind on her cheeks, bringing with it the spring scent of grass and sheep, she was calculating the route they’d taken, the geography of her home town unique enough to give her a fair idea of where she was—


A loud screech and frantic flapping of wings at close quarters made her captor jump, his grip on her arm tightening.


‘Bloody countryside,’ he muttered against the clatter of birds taking to the air.


Pheasants. A large number of them judging by the noise, startled into clumsy flight and further confirming her hunch. She was somewhere on the high fells to the east of town. Not far from the large estate where the birds were bred for sport. And close to Ellershaw Farm.


Her parents, her oldest brother and his family – they’d be sitting down for their tea in the farmhouse kitchen. If she screamed, would they hear?


‘Don’t even think about it.’ The warning was accompanied by the point of something sharp against the soft flesh beneath her chin.


With a firm grasp on her elbow, she was led across uneven ground and into a building, before being thrust onto a chair. A door squealed closed behind her and then the blindfold was yanked from her eyes. She was sitting in a disused barn, bits of hay on the rough floor, the light from a bare bulb straining to push back the shadows of the cavernous space, and the incongruous woody fragrance of cedar scenting the chilly air.


‘We don’t want to hurt you.’ Blonde hair framing an angelic face, DC Jess Green was standing in front of her. ‘We just want to talk.’
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One Day Before . . .


‘Tha looks like tha slept in a wasps’ nest while coated in sugar.’


Samson didn’t have the energy to respond. Instead he grunted and took a seat at the small table in the kitchen on the first floor of the three-storey building that served as both his home and his office. From her habitual morning position at the cooker, cleaner-turned-cook-turned-receptionist Ida Capstick was regarding him with a fierce look. The same fierce look she wore on a daily basis but with added frown. If that was possible.


‘Is summat ailing thee?’ The words were brusque, a mug of tea thumped down before him, the only currency of affection Ida traded in.


He shook his head. Lying as easily as breathing, thanks to a lifetime spent in deceit. But Ida wasn’t having it, continuing to stare at him, arms folded across her whippet-thin frame.


‘If I didn’t know better, happen as I’d suspect tha’s been hitting the bottle,’ she continued, scrutinising him unabashed.


But Ida did know better. Samson O’Brien, unlike his father, was known for his abstinence when it came to alcohol. Barring one momentous lapse a few months ago – a lapse which had left him vowing never to repeat the experience – he never touched the stuff. Although the way things were going, crossing the road to spend the day drowning his sorrows in the Fleece definitely had an appeal.


‘I’m just tired,’ he murmured. ‘It’s been a long week.’


Ida stared for a heartbeat longer and then turned to the stove, a frying pan already heating.


‘Not for me, thanks,’ said Samson. ‘I’m not hungry.’


It was like he hadn’t spoken, Ida adding bacon to the pan regardless and then buttering thick slices of bread while the meat sizzled. Downstairs the back door opened and closed, two sets of footsteps audible down the hall and starting up the stairs, one set considerably faster than the other. Seconds later, in a grey blur, a large Weimaraner burst into the kitchen, tail wagging furiously.


‘Morning, Tolpuddle.’ Samson greeted the dog with a hug, feeling light of heart for a few moments. And loved. When he looked up from his canine embrace, his landlady, business partner and the cause of all his misery was standing in the doorway.


Face pale, eyes red-rimmed from a lack of sleep and a smile tight with tension, Delilah Metcalfe looked every bit as rough as Samson felt.


‘Morning.’ Her greeting was tossed vaguely into the room, her voice brittle. Unsure.


Ida turned, bestowing the same scrutiny on this newcomer as she had on Samson. She clicked her tongue in admonishment. ‘Tha’s been drinking from the same well as him,’ she muttered, tipping her head towards the table’s only occupant.


‘I’m fine,’ Delilah said, managing to make her smile broader. But even though she’d made great strides in the fine art of dissembling under his expert tutorage over the last six months, she wasn’t fooling her current audience. ‘Just not very hungry. So nothing for me, thanks.’


‘There’s tea in the pot,’ replied Ida, buttering two more slices of bread.


Delilah shrugged, poured a mug of tea and returned to stand in the doorway, her gaze resting steadfastly on Tolpuddle, who’d moved away to take up position as close to the frying bacon as the cook would tolerate.


‘Sit thyself down. Samson won’t bite,’ muttered Ida over her shoulder.


Judging by the look that crossed Delilah’s face, she wasn’t convinced. But she did as she was told, taking the chair opposite. Still she didn’t look at him. This woman, who only twelve hours ago had stood him up. Who had lifted his emotions to dizzying heights before abruptly turning on her heel, leaving him crestfallen and alone. He might have been misguided, but, when it came to matters of the heart, he’d expected more consideration from someone who ran a dating agency.


‘There.’ Ida placed a plate in front of each of them, laden with the bacon butties neither had wanted. ‘Eat up.’


They ate silently, in contrast to Tolpuddle’s enthusiastic gulps, his serving gone in seconds. All the while, Ida watched them. Until Samson could bear it no longer.


‘So,’ he said, pushing away his empty plate, the sandwich leaden in his stomach, ‘I wonder what crimes Bruncliffe will have lined up for us today.’


He used the word ‘us’ deliberately, pleased to see Delilah react. A lifting of her head in surprise at being so easily included in what was officially his work. His detective agency, despite the fact they’d been involved in so many cases together since he’d set up the business in the office below hers.


‘Tha can start with that ginnel,’ said Ida, glowering as she gestured towards the rear of the building where an alleyway ran the length of the row of terraces, separating the back yards from the steep rise up to the limestone outcrop that dominated the town.


‘What’s up with the ginnel?’ Samson asked.


‘Glass all over it—’


The abrupt rattle of crockery interrupted Ida as Delilah’s mug jerked in her hand and knocked against her plate.


‘Sorry.’ Head down, cheeks pink, Delilah was dabbing at the spilled tea with a tissue. ‘Butter fingers.’


‘Aye, well, tha’s not the only one dropping stuff, if that mess out back is anything to go by,’ continued Ida. ‘And I’d like to know who’s to blame as it gave me a blasted puncture on the ride in this morning. Flaming hooligans.’


Samson wasn’t sure that a bit of glass in an alleyway warranted an investigation from the Dales Detective Agency but this was Ida. She didn’t ask many favours and it wouldn’t hurt to have a look.


‘Right,’ he said, getting up and clearing the plates from the table. ‘The ginnel it is. You coming?’


He threw the question at Delilah in hope more than expectation. Hoping to trigger some sort of interaction with this woman who had gone from hot to cold faster than a mug of tea left on a stone wall in winter.


‘Can’t,’ she said, her gaze meeting his for a fraction before sliding back to focus on her drink. ‘Lucy’s in a bit of a flap. I said I’d pop over and have a chat first thing before she gets busy.’


It sounded plausible on the surface. But Lucy Metcalfe, Delilah’s sister-in-law, was one of the most composed people Samson knew. Widowed as a young wife and mother, she’d coped with all life had thrown at her, raising her son single-handed while running the town’s Peaks Patisserie, all while dealing with the temperamental Metcalfe clan. She wasn’t a woman given to flapping. Plus there was something in the way Delilah had said the words, eyes cast down, fingers toying with her mug.


She was lying. Which Samson could totally understand. After whatever last night had been – that amazing kiss she’d landed on him, leaving him dazzled with expectation, only for her to suddenly scamper home – Delilah didn’t want to be on her own in his company.


‘No worries,’ he said. ‘Say hello to Lucy for me.’


Delilah nodded, shot up from her chair and made for the door. ‘I’d best be off. Can you keep an eye on Tolpuddle?’ She gestured over her shoulder towards the dog, who was standing next to the cooker, looking mournfully at the empty frying pan.


‘Sure,’ said Samson.


It wasn’t until Delilah had descended the stairs and the front door had closed that Ida made a tutting noise, a censorious look aimed in Samson’s direction. ‘Whatever’s going on between that lass and thee, tha needs to get it sorted,’ she muttered. Then she nodded at the pile of dishes in the sink, adding a penance for his perceived sins. ‘And tha can tidy that lot up. I’ve got work to get on with. I’m already late for Taylor’s.’


‘You’re not working here today?’ asked Samson, still unsure as to Ida Capstick’s hours, the cleaner having recently given herself the job of receptionist to Delilah in the Dales Dating Agency across the hall. An agency which had seen a boom in clients in the past few weeks, leaving Delilah stretched as she tried to juggle meeting this surge in demand with running her website development business.


‘Not as I know of,’ muttered Ida enigmatically.


‘What about your bike? Do you want me to fix the puncture?’


The sour look that was Ida’s constant face to the world softened ever so slightly. ‘Tha’s got time?’


Samson nodded, trying not to think of the long hours ahead without much to occupy him other than the mystery that was Delilah Metcalfe. ‘Leave it here and I’ll do it after I’ve had a look at the ginnel.’


‘That’d be grand.’ Ida gave one last nod of satisfaction before picking up her bag and stomping off down the stairs. The front door closed a second time and Samson was left with just Tolpuddle for company.


With a resigned sigh, he crossed the narrow space towards the sink, and in doing so, happened to glance out of the window. From its elevated position at the front of the office building, the kitchen looked down over Back Street to the Fleece, a dour pub owned and operated by an equally dour landlord. It also looked out over the entrance to one of many ginnels in the town and it was this that caught Samson’s attention. Or more precisely, it was the presence of Ida Capstick, furtively looking over her shoulder before disappearing down the dark alleyway.


Odd. Taylor’s Estate Agents, Ida’s stated destination, was situated on the marketplace. The quickest way to reach it was to walk straight up Back Street and turn left on the square. Not to go down the ginnel next to the pub, which lead out onto High Street.


Samson turned from the window and stared at Tolpuddle. Tolpuddle stared back, looking equally puzzled, but perhaps more due to the fact that there didn’t seem to be any more bacon materialising.


Deciding Ida’s unusual behaviour didn’t merit his investigative talents, Samson brought his attention to the dishes cluttering the sink. Rolling up his sleeves, he set to work, and tried not to think about the fact that it was his birthday. A fact no one else seemed to have remembered.
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Two Days Before . . .


We just want to talk.


In any other circumstances the statement would have been unremarkable. In Delilah’s current predicament it was anything but. She’d been kidnapped by the police.


‘You’ve got a funny way of starting a conversation!’ she snapped, doing her best to hide her agitation at the position she was in. 


DC Green threw her arms out in a gesture of exasperation. ‘We had no choice. Samson wouldn’t trust me. This is the only way we can help.’


A snort from Delilah. ‘Help? With what?’


The detective glanced towards the shadows and Delilah got the sense there was someone else there. Not just DC Green and the ape of a man who’d seized her. She squinted into the bright light of the naked bulb, trying to see beyond it, but could discern nothing other than a swirl of darkness. And that distinctive cologne, like an alpine forest after rain. Whoever it was, they were making no attempt to reveal themselves. But despite the silence, it was obvious DC Green wasn’t the one in charge here.


It was a fact that was in no way reassuring.


‘We want to help him clear his name,’ said DC Green. ‘We’re the only ones who can.’


‘He doesn’t need your help!’


‘He does if he wants to stay alive.’


The words fell into the chill expanse of the empty barn, a plaintive bleat from a lamb outside a discordant note of normality in this situation that was far from normal.


Delilah felt numb. Trapped. Here was Samson’s suspension support officer – the person who was supposed to be helping him navigate the procedures of the court case he was facing as a suspended police officer – saying that Samson was in mortal danger. Delilah ought to be able to believe her. But after everything Samson had said about his past and the trouble it would one day bring, one thing had been apparent: he didn’t trust a soul, especially not someone like DC Green, someone who was part of the establishment he no longer had faith in.


Which made things tricky, because the charges laid against Samson were serious. Stealing drugs from the evidence locker and selling them on to organised crime syndicates. And the threat was real, someone within the very force he’d served trying to frame him for crimes he hadn’t committed.


But the problem was Samson had no proof to back up his claims. Nothing to help him in the case that would be before the court within a week. Perhaps here was the perfect way to get the help he needed?


‘I’m listening,’ said Delilah.


‘Good. Because we can’t do this without you.’ DC Green reached into her pocket and pulled out a small ziplock bag, passing it to Delilah. ‘Do you know what this is?’


Delilah stared at the tiny square of plastic inside. While it wasn’t something she normally dealt with in her work as a web designer, she was enough of an electronics geek to know what it was. Plus she’d seen something similar a month ago while on a case with Samson.


‘A GPS tracker.’ She looked up at the detective. ‘Let me guess, you want me to plant this on Samson?’


‘You’re quick,’ said DC Green with a smile.


But Delilah was already shaking her head. ‘No way.’


‘You don’t have a choice. Not if you want to prevent him being killed.’


Delilah stood, dropping the tracker on the floor at DC Green’s feet. ‘Sorry, but I’m not buying all this cloak and dagger stuff. You’ve chosen the wrong person for whatever it is you want to achieve.’ With an aura of calm she didn’t feel, she began walking towards the barn door, trying not to worry about the fact that it was being blocked by the man-mountain who’d helped abduct her.


‘Wait!’ It was more of a plea than a command from DC Green, making Delilah pause. ‘We have reason to believe that there’s someone coming. From London. A hitman.’


‘A hitman?’ Delilah couldn’t keep the laugh out of her voice. ‘You’re joking. This is Bruncliffe, for God’s sake.’


But DC Green wasn’t laughing. If anything, she looked even more serious, as if this was her last chance. ‘It’s the truth. The people behind all this won’t allow Samson to make it to court next week. He’ll be dead before he sets foot in the door.’


There was a beat of silence, then Delilah pointed at the discarded tracker. ‘And how the hell is that going to save him? Surely you’d be better off just telling Samson to get out of here and then arresting this mystery assassin that you seem to be so well informed about?’


Another glance into the shadows before the detective replied. ‘It’s not that simple. At the moment there’s no firm evidence to support Samson’s claim that he’s innocent. So we need – Samson needs – this to play out to get the proof that will vindicate him.’


And finally Delilah got it. She stared at the tracker and then at DC Green. ‘So what you’re actually going to do is use Samson to crack this case. He’s your bait.’


This time the silence was longer. Then DC Green nodded. ‘Yes.’


It was one simple word, but it held the weight of the world for Delilah. She was being asked to betray the man she loved, in order to save his life. And all by someone she didn’t trust in the slightest.
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The Day 08.30


He’d reached his destination. From atop a hill to the west, he stared down at it. A collection of drab grey houses under grey roofs squatting on the valley floor, a couple of railway lines bisecting it and a mill at each end, neither looking in use. Hanging over it all was a huge lump of rock – grey, of course – and the entirety was surrounded by bleak hills, criss-crossed by what could only be described as an obsession of walls.


It was an insignificant place, an egg-yolk sun casting no more than tepid warmth down upon it, despite May being well advanced. It was the kind of place where insignificant people lived. And he was here to carry out an insignificant job.


A job well below his talents. Much better suited to someone of lower skill levels. But the boss had insisted. This particular task needed the best. A simple hit. Quick, quiet and unobtrusive.


A harsh cough startled him, making him leap round. No one there. Just him and an abandoned cafe surrounded by old farm buildings, a tumbleweed of what looked like wool blowing across the empty road. The place was deserted. Another cough. He twisted to his left and peered over the stone wall he’d parked next to. Belligerent eyes stared back at him. A bloody sheep. A scrawny beast, horns curling against its black head. Even the livestock were below par.


It coughed again and then resumed eating the grass and he felt a shiver of revulsion.


The countryside. It wasn’t an environment he liked. Nor was it one he was used to working in, inner-city London being his fiefdom. But the setting would have no impact on his ability to carry out this simple assignment.


He glanced at his mobile and saw the red light pulsing on the screen, indicating the exact location of his target. Everything was in place, just as he’d been assured it would be. This was going to be so easy it was insulting.


With one last look at the town below, he got back in his rental and began the drive down to Bruncliffe.
















5



One Day Before . . .


On the given signal of three solid knocks, Arty whipped open the back door of the Fleece to see a scowling Ida Capstick in the ginnel. Having occasionally served as a bouncer in his working life, the retired bookmaker had been assigned the task of doorman and he was taking his duties very seriously.


‘Did anyone see you?’ he hissed, ushering her inside into the dark corridor that smelled of stale beer and chips before swiftly closing the door.


Ida glared at him, Arty feeling the strength of that look despite her face being mostly in shadow. ‘Don’t be daft! I’ve not worked with Bruncliffe’s private detective for the last seven months without picking up a thing or two about being discreet.’


It was a fair point. Besides, Ida wasn’t a woman to be argued with.


‘In that case,’ he said, ‘go on in.’


But Ida didn’t move. Just looked warily towards the doorway at the end of the corridor, beyond which voices could be heard. ‘What’s it all about anyway, this clandestine nonsense?’ she demanded.


‘Haven’t got a clue. Like everyone else I’ve let in this morning, I got a text late last night from Delilah telling me she needed my help. And that it was confidential. Don’t know any more than that.’ Arty shrugged, and then leaned forward, voice dropping to a whisper. ‘Although I think Joseph might. He seemed a bit preoccupied over breakfast and then let slip on the way here that he actually had a call from her. But if he is in the loop,’ the former bookie concluded on a mutter of frustration, ‘he’s keeping the details under his hat. Couldn’t even bribe it out of him with the offer of coffee and cake at Peaks afterwards!’


Ida gave a nod, a woman known for her aversion to gossip giving her seal of approval to Joseph O’Brien’s ability to keep a confidence. Even if it was driving his friend crazy.


‘Anyway, we’ll find out soon enough,’ said Arty. ‘But judging by how Delilah looked when she arrived, I wouldn’t say it was nonsense. There’s something serious going on.’


With a humph of disapproval to cover her concern, Ida Capstick headed towards the light at the far end of the corridor. And as she entered the pub’s main room and looked at the folk assembled around the bar area, she realised Arty was right. Whatever it was, it did indeed look serious.
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Two Days Before . . .


As night closed in, up at the back of Bruncliffe, in the cottage that overlooked the town, Delilah was sitting at her kitchen table and fighting tears. Fighting panic. When she’d returned to the office building after her forced meeting with DC Green, she’d had a few moments before Samson came downstairs from the kitchen. Moments she’d used to check his emergency mobile, the one his boss, DI Warren, had given him. She’d seen the texts on it. The blunt warnings of a danger that was already here. A danger that had her in its grasp.


Could she do it? What was being demanded of her?


She had no choice.


It was either comply with DC Green’s ultimatum or Samson O’Brien, the man she loved, would be killed in the coming days. If DC Green could be believed . . .


That was the big question. Who could be believed in this mess Samson had found himself in? The very people Delilah should be turning to couldn’t be relied on. DCI Frank Thistlethwaite, the Leeds-based detective who had connections to Bruncliffe; the town’s Sergeant Clayton and PC Danny Bradley, men she’d known all her life: they all had one thing in common that rendered them out of bounds. They were part of the police, the very institution that had placed Samson in this situation. For all Delilah knew, the network of corruption that had ensnared him down in London could have tentacles reaching this far north.


Which meant this was a mystery she was going to have to solve by herself. How to keep Samson safe while not ignoring what could be a legitimate warning from DC Green? All without telling the man in question anything about it, because she knew what he would do. He would face it down. Refuse to play safe. And probably get himself killed.


So when he’d come down the stairs on her return, grinning like a schoolboy, she’d pleaded a headache. Claimed that this was enough for her to walk out and leave him less than an hour after she’d landed a kiss on him; a kiss that had built up his expectation that it would be a night to remember.


Samson’s face as she’d walked towards the back door with Tolpuddle, the look of abject confusion masking his pain, had cut her to the core. What must he be thinking of her? But what else could she have done? She had to find a way to save him and she had very little time in which to do it. And no one she could trust.


She stared down at the lights of the town, a sprinkle of brightness against the dark, and she realised that the answer was right there, staring back at her.


The people who lived in Bruncliffe. Folk who had no connection to Samson’s work as an undercover police officer. Folk whose integrity she’d stake her life on. Stake Samson’s life on.


Feeling the first bubble of hope since the moment she’d been abducted in the ginnel, Delilah reached for her notepad, flipped to a clean page and started making a list of names. It was almost midnight when she began sending out texts.
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One Day Before . . .


Samson O’Brien’s detective skills had been spot on: Delilah had been lying. Far from sitting with her sister-in-law in Peaks Patisserie, putting the world to rights over coffee and a blueberry muffin, she was standing in the gloom of the Fleece about to address a crowd of people.


People she’d personally invited to be there.


‘If I could have your attention?’ She raised her voice above the muted conversations and waited for silence to fall.


The place was packed. The small tables that hugged the walls were crowded with farmers, shopkeepers, hairdressers, a large group of pensioners from the retirement complex, a solicitor, a vet, a restaurant owner, a livestock auctioneer, a librarian, a gamekeeper and several members of Delilah’s family. All people she knew. All people she could trust. They were sitting on stools or standing, leaning against the bar or the walls, not much of the pub’s threadbare floral carpet showing. And all of them were looking at her, faces alight with curiosity at the nature of this meeting which had pulled them away from whatever a Friday morning would normally hold.


All she had to do now was convince them to put themselves in danger. And for someone who was widely viewed as the town’s black sheep . . .


‘First of all, thanks for coming at such short notice,’ she began as Ida Capstick slipped into the room and stood at the back. ‘I’m sure you’re all wondering what this is all about—’


‘I’m hoping it’s an early bird lock-in,’ called out a frail elderly man, a portable oxygen cylinder between his knees.


A wave of laughter washed over the room, even the sullen features of landlord Troy Murgatroyd behind the bar showing a semblance of a smile.


‘Sorry, Eric,’ said Delilah, glad of the break in tension, ‘but what I’m about to ask of you is nowhere near as enjoyable as drinking in the Fleece. In fact, it could be dangerous.’


She had their attention now. Smiles gone. A few eyebrows raised. But no one was walking out. Because these folk would walk through fire for her, Delilah knew that. She was Bruncliffe born and bred, with a lineage spanning generations in the town and surrounding farms. Whether they would show the same loyalty to the man many viewed as an offcumden, despite him having been born there, remained to be seen. It wasn’t just the fourteen years he’d spent away from Bruncliffe that had labelled Samson O’Brien as an outsider. It was the manner in which he’d left. And regardless of all he’d done to overthrow that reputation since his return in the autumn, there was still a wariness when it came to accepting him as a true local.


‘Thing is,’ she continued, ‘I need your help. Or more precisely, Samson needs your help. He’s in serious trouble—’


‘Nothing new there, then,’ muttered Troy, a few nods echoing his statement, the mood in the room not as receptive as moments ago.


‘What’s he done this time?’ asked Tom Hardacre, a farmer from out on the Horton Road.


Delilah had been prepared for the scepticism – these were Bruncliffe folk after all – and she knew the only way to win them over was to be upfront and frank. Problem was, that wasn’t an option. Not in the situation she was in.


‘It’s not what he’s done. It’s what he didn’t do. You all saw the article in the Herald, the charges he’s facing . . .’ She didn’t need to elaborate. The local paper had covered the case in detail and the locals had lapped it up. The undercover operative, suspended from his role with the National Crime Agency and accused of being in cahoots with organised crime, making sure drugs seized in operations made their way back onto the streets, generating substantial profits for himself and his partners. It was the stuff of Hollywood, playing out in this small town in the Yorkshire Dales. And Samson O’Brien was at the heart of it. ‘It’s connected to that.’


The reluctance was visible now, broad arms folding over broader chests, one or two shakes of the head. For despite Samson’s protestations of innocence, the legends that had built up over the decades about Bruncliffe’s reprobate made the current accusations all too credible. Delilah sensed she was losing them and she hadn’t even got to the difficult bit.


‘If he needs a character reference for the trial,’ piped up Kamal Hussain, his daughter Nina next to him, ‘I’ll happily provide one.’


The owner of the town’s Indian restaurant seemed unfazed to be going against the tide of opinion in the room. Delilah gave him a grateful smile.


‘I wish it was that simple,’ she said before taking a deep breath, knowing that what she said next was going to change how she was viewed in her home town forevermore. ‘But the truth is, Samson is never going to make it to court. He’s going to be dead before then unless we act.’


‘Dead?’ Troy Murgatroyd’s exclamation of surprise was backed with gasps from the rest of the room. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’


‘I’m talking about a very real threat to his life. There’s a hitman coming to Bruncliffe to kill Samson. And we’re going to stop him.’


There was a second of stunned silence. Then the laughter started.


While Delilah was trying to regain control of her covert meeting in the Fleece, the subject of that meeting was out in the ginnel which ran behind the office building, staring at the ground.


There was glass all right, no big bits but enough to have caused Ida’s puncture, scattered across the rough surface in a small area just over halfway down the alleyway, towards the end furthest from the marketplace. Samson bent down and picked up a sliver, turning it in the sunlight. Green glass. Thick. The sort used in wine bottles. He held it to his nose, the deep aroma telling him he’d guessed correctly. That and the crimson stain blotting the gravel to one side.


A bottle of red. This wasn’t the work of teenage hooligans as Ida had thought. Bored kids looking for trouble wouldn’t go to the expense of buying wine if they wanted to smash something.


A soft bark made him turn, his partner for the day, tail wagging, was snuffling at the ground close to the high stone wall that separated the ginnel from the back yards of the properties that lined it.


‘What you got, boy?’


Tolpuddle lifted his head and barked again. And then whined, nose hovering over the area. Samson crouched down beside him and saw the gravel was flecked with tiny pink crumbs. Food of some sort, judging by his partner’s reaction. Thinking nothing of it, he was about to stand when something wedged in a crack at the base of the wall caught his eye. He reached over and pulled it out.


A prawn cracker. Pink. That explained the crumbs. Another whine came from the Weimaraner, focus now on the object in Samson’s hand, a hopeful expression on his face.


‘Here,’ said Samson with a laugh, offering up his find, which was consumed in an instant. ‘Who says detective work can’t be enjoyable?’ With a pat on the grateful dog’s flank, he straightened up. ‘And as for our conclusions,’ he continued, looking from the crumbs of what had presumably been other prawn crackers to the remnants of the smashed bottle, ‘I’d say we have a simple case of dropped takeaway . . .’


Even as he said it, he was thinking back to the evening before. To the Chinese meal that had been promised but never delivered, Delilah returning to the office after a lengthy absence to claim that she was abandoning the plan due to a headache. Not only abandoning the plan to eat but also pulling back from the new phase of their relationship that Samson was sure they’d entered. That kiss before she set off for the Happy House to collect their food – had he blown it out of proportion? He didn’t think so.


Could this be an explanation for her abrupt change of heart? She’d dropped the takeaway and spoiled the evening and so had gone home in a foul mood?


But the evidence, if it was that, was in the wrong place. It was too far down the ginnel, implying that Delilah had walked straight past the back gate for some reason, and then had her mishap. Plus, if that was what had happened, where was the rest of the bottle? And the rest of the prawn crackers? Because the scene of the crime was remarkably clean considering what he was suggesting.


Even though he was already dismissing his hypothesis as ludicrous, he started walking, away from the office, following the curve of the ginnel until he emerged at the far end of Back Street. If the street wasn’t exactly the commercial hub of Bruncliffe, this part of it, where it became Hillside Lane – the road that wound up the fells towards Ellershaw Farm, the Metcalfe place – had even more of an abandoned air. To his left was the old school, the long Victorian building with its many gables having been converted into what were mostly holiday homes, which lay empty for long stretches of the year. Across from it was the stern facade of the Wesleyan chapel, somewhere Samson had been well acquainted with as a small boy, his mother being one of the Sunday school teachers. He’d not set foot in the place after her death, his father at first not having the heart to cajole an eight-year-old into more schooling on a weekend and then later, when the drinking started, being in no state to drive all the way from their isolated farm even if Samson had expressed an inclination to attend.


Judging by the cracks in some of the windows and the weeds pushing up past the paving slabs, not many others had set foot inside the chapel recently either.


Not entirely sure why he’d felt compelled to walk down here, his musings of moments ago now seeming ridiculous, Samson turned to go back into the ginnel. His partner had other ideas. Stretched up on his hind legs, Tolpuddle was pulling at a white plastic bag that was sticking out of one of the wheelie bins which had been left in front of the old school cottages for collection.


‘No, Tolpuddle!’ Samson admonished, the dog dropping to the ground, turning to look at him, innocence personified. With the large body of the Weimaraner no longer blocking the view, the bag was now clearly visible. As was the name on it.


Happy House Takeaway.


A coincidence? After years working undercover, Samson didn’t believe in them. He walked over to the bin and pulled the bag clear, the weight of it catching him by surprise. Inside were five aluminium food cartons of various sizes, covers still on, all of them full, although some sauce had leaked out of one where the corner was bashed. As if it had been dropped.


If Samson had been asked to bet on the contents he’d have said crispy duck, special chow mein, Szechuan beef, spring rolls and a portion of fried rice. But he didn’t need to open the containers to confirm his educated guess. There was a receipt stapled to the bag, listing the order he recognised from the night before. And if that wasn’t enough, Delilah’s name was scrawled in pencil across it.


Their meal. Abandoned uneaten at the far end of the ginnel. No matter how he worked it in his mind, Samson couldn’t make head nor tail of it. He set the bag on the floor, guarding it with his leg from the keen interest of his partner, and lifted the lid of the bin.


On top of several black bin bags was an abandoned bag of prawn crackers and a small pile of glass.


Mystery solved. Kind of. For some reason, Delilah had dropped the takeaway, spilling the prawn crackers and smashing the bottle of wine. At which point, instead of simply going back to the office with the rest of the meal, which was unscathed, she’d carried on down the ginnel and dumped it in the nearest wheelie bin. And then cleared up the mess as best as she could before returning to the waiting Samson and Tolpuddle to announce she was heading straight home.


Even allowing for the fact that this was Delilah Metcalfe – a tempestuous woman he made no claims to fully understand – such behaviour was bizarre. But the evidence was here, staring him in the face and making Tolpuddle whine with anticipation.


With a shake of his head, Samson picked up the bag of uneaten Chinese food and placed it back in the bin, much to the Weimaraner’s consternation.


At least Ida didn’t need to worry about the ginnel having become a focal point for troublemakers. Although Samson wouldn’t be telling her the details – that would mean confronting Delilah with what he’d discovered and he had no intention of doing that. Not when their relationship was in such a perilous state.


A simple accident. That’s what he’d tell his client. Ida would accept that, especially when he presented her with her repaired bike.


Smiling at the thought, Samson turned towards the ginnel. And spotted something which cast doubt on all of his attempts to second-guess Delilah Metcalfe’s movements the previous evening.


A footprint, forged in what looked like blood.


‘You mean an actual assassin—?’


‘That sounds dangerous—’


‘I don’t see how we can help—’


‘Count me out—!’


Over in the Fleece, the mirth that had greeted Delilah’s astonishing announcement had descended into shock as she’d gone on to describe the terrible situation Samson O’Brien was in. That shock was being replaced with a growing tone of belligerence, not just from Troy Murgatroyd behind the bar. Although it was his voice which now rose above all of the others.


‘You’ve got to be joking, lass,’ he said. ‘You’re asking us to put our lives on the line for someone who couldn’t wait to be shot of this town? Why on earth should we do that?’


‘Aye,’ came a murmured agreement from Tom Hardacre, the farmer nodding vigorously. ‘That’s a lot to ask. Sounds like it’s more a job for Sergeant Clayton and young Constable Bradley.’


‘He’s got a point, Delilah,’ the calm tones of Matty Thistlethwaite came from a table to one side. A respected solicitor in the town despite his relative youth, as he continued to speak the murmuring fell silent. ‘If Samson is in this much trouble then you should be getting the police involved. I’m sure Frank would be able to help—’


‘No!’ Delilah cut him off. ‘No police. No Sergeant Clayton or Danny. And no Frank.’


DCI Frank Thistlethwaite was not only Matty’s cousin, but it was common knowledge that he also held Delilah in high regard. No surprise then, that her curt refusal of his assistance raised a few eyebrows amongst those gathered.


‘Sorry, Matty,’ she said, before turning to Eric Bradley, grandfather of Danny, ‘and Eric, but I don’t trust anyone outside this room. This needs to be done by us. And by us alone.’


Her brother Will was shaking his head. ‘Come on, sis. You’re asking folk to do something that should really be the remit of the officers of the law, and for someone who hasn’t exactly earned their respect—’


‘He’s got my respect,’ said Lucy Metcalfe, countering her brother-in-law.


‘Mine, too!’ stated Annie Hardacre. ‘And he should have everyone else’s as well, with all he’s done since he came back—’


‘But what about what he did before he left?’ demanded Troy. ‘It’s not like he was blemish-free when he lived here.’


‘Oh come on, don’t be raking up the past again,’ interjected Barbara Hargreaves, the butcher’s wife shaking a thick finger of reproach in the direction of the landlord. ‘Not like any of us are saints—’


‘Saints? He was a long way from that—!’


It was like lighting a touchpaper, voices starting to rise once more, some in support of Bruncliffe’s black sheep, others in opposition. The room fast descended into a babble of noise as people argued heatedly in small groups about the O’Brien lad, neighbour against neighbour, friend against friend and, in Tom Hardacre’s case, husband against wife – Annie making it clear she didn’t share Tom’s reticence to get involved. Against all this, Delilah’s attempts to reclaim order were going unnoticed.


‘Please, please, if you could just hear me out?’ she was saying, waving her arms, trying to get her audience to calm down, to no avail.


‘She’s losing them,’ murmured Arty Robinson. Having abandoned his post at the back door of the pub in order to hear what merited such an impressive gathering of people, he was sitting next to his friend, Joseph O’Brien – father of the man causing such impassioned debate – and watching the growing uproar with a shrewd eye. ‘I’d say she’s got a couple of minutes before folk start walking.’


Joseph nodded and got to his feet, a man aged beyond his years by premature grief followed by decades of drinking. He was a quiet soul by nature, not one to make a fuss about anything, Arty unable to recall the last time he’d seen the Irishman get cross. Head slightly bowed, shoulders hunched, he made his way to the front of the room.


‘What’s he up to?’ hissed Eric Bradley, leaning over to Arty, one hand protectively on his oxygen canister as though he suspected the raucous arguments could turn into a riot. Which, judging by the way Will Metcalfe was shaking his head furiously at his sister-in-law, Lucy, might not be that far off, the oldest of the Metcalfe siblings having a notorious temper. ‘Joseph’s liable to get himself killed if he tries talking to this lot.’


Arty shared Eric’s concern. For this was a powder keg that had been over fourteen years waiting for a spark, since the moment the young O’Brien had disappeared into the night on his father’s Royal Enfield motorbike, never to be seen or heard of until he’d turned up out of the blue October just gone.


Fourteen years in which he’d left his father to fester out at Twistleton Farm, the man an alcoholic, the farm a wreck. And there hadn’t been a peep out of the lad. Not even when his best mate, Ryan Metcalfe, had been killed on duty over in Afghanistan. While the town had turned out to show its support for Lucy, her son and the grieving Metcalfes, Samson had been nowhere to be seen. Little wonder resentment had built up over that time, even amongst those who’d had close contact with the lad since his return.


Delilah’s request had lanced a long-festering boil. And if he wasn’t careful, Joseph O’Brien was about to get the sins of his son visited upon him.


‘If I could have a word?’ It was said quietly, Joseph’s soft lilt somehow cutting through the more strident Yorkshire tones filling the room. He dipped his head in acknowledgement as silence fell. ‘Thank you. Now, you all know I’m not one to interfere much in town politics. Even when it’s my family at the centre of it.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘But I’m making an exception today. This is my son you’re talking about—’


‘Aye, Joseph,’ Troy Murgatroyd muttered. ‘Your son who isn’t even here today to ask us for help in person. Leaving it to his father to do his dirty work.’


‘Like when he left town,’ grumbled Will Metcalfe. ‘Leaving other folk to pick up the pieces.’


Joseph didn’t get annoyed. He just nodded, as though granting them the fairness of their arguments. Then he gave a sad smile. ‘Thing is,’ he said, ‘if we’re going to rake over the coals of a fire long since gone out, there’s something you all need to know about that night fourteen years ago.’


If Joseph had been battling to keep the focus of the room, he had it now, every eye in the place on him, the silence strained with anticipation. For despite the speculation and the rumour over the years, no one knew the truth of that momentous evening. Of how a celebration had turned into a family tragedy.


‘I’m sure youse remember it well,’ Joseph continued, with the same wry tone. He nodded towards Lucy Metcalfe. ‘Young Nathan’s christening, all of us there to commemorate the birth of Lucy and Ryan’s first child against that dreadful backdrop of foot-and-mouth, which was ravaging our land and our livelihoods.’


His words brought back the memories, vivid still despite the passing years. The burning sheep carcases in the fields. The farms losing herds that had been built up over countless generations. The countryside locked down, businesses going bust. The christening had been like a bright star in those dark days. Until the fight broke out.


‘I’ve no need to tell you that I celebrated more than most, as was my wont in those days. To be honest, I was probably already drunk when we got there. But despite what you all think, that wasn’t the reason Samson and I fell out—’


Will Metcalfe let out an exasperated snort. ‘Fell out? He flattened you! Not more than two hours after he accepted his responsibilities as godfather to a newborn baby he went and punched his own father, wrecked the entire afternoon, and then left home rather than face the consequences. Instead of getting you the help you needed. And you wonder why folk are reticent to put their lives at risk for him.’


A low murmur of agreement met Will’s words but Joseph was shaking his head. ‘That’s not what happened,’ he said softly. ‘Not what happened at all.’


‘So what were you arguing about if it wasn’t your drinking?’ asked Delilah, as mesmerised by this revelation as the rest.


Joseph took a deep breath and looked up, as though seeking guidance from the heavens. When he next spoke, there was a distinct quaver to his words. ‘I asked him to do something dreadful. Something so awful, he blew up.’


‘What did you ask of him?’ Delilah had put her hand on Joseph’s arm, sensing the man’s nervousness.


‘I told him to infect our stock with foot-and-mouth.’


The sentence hung in the air, stark, appalling. Bruncliffe being a farming community, everyone in the room knew the seriousness of what had just been said.


‘You all know how it was. The farm was failing, despite Samson’s best efforts,’ Joseph continued, ‘and I was drinking what little profit we made. Then the virus struck. Everywhere seemed to have it. But out there in Thorpdale, we were so isolated, it didn’t come close. Our healthy sheep kept grazing. Our bills kept mounting. But our hands were tied. The auctions were all closed, there were bans on transporting stock and we couldn’t sell our lambs.’ He shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of despair. ‘It seemed like the only option. To infect the stock deliberately—’


‘And get the compensation,’ murmured Delilah.


Joseph nodded morosely. ‘I can’t believe I suggested it. But all I could think about was where the money was going to come from to keep me drinking. And for some reason it came to a head at the christening. I overheard Will talking about a farmer he knew who’d just had a huge payout from the government after all his cattle were culled and it just didn’t seem fair. So I cornered Samson and started badgering him about it, demanding he did as I asked, that it was his duty as a son . . .


‘Of course, I wasn’t thinking about the impact on anyone else. That if Twistleton was infected, Ida and George would have had to cull their animals too.’ Joseph gave an apologetic glance towards the cleaner, his former neighbour who had a smallholding with her brother in Thorpdale. ‘I wasn’t thinking about anything except the fact that the compensation would be a windfall that would keep me in drink. So when Samson refused, aghast, pointing out the repercussions my selfish plan would have on others, I just kept on at him. Even when it was clear he wouldn’t condone it, I continued haranguing him until, in the end, he turned round and told me that his mother would have been disgusted with me. Which is when I hit him.’


The silence that greeted this admission was thick with shock, everyone present aware of the magnitude of what Joseph had proposed and the awful position in which he’d placed his son. Aware too, that many less scrupulous folk might have succumbed to what could have been considered an easy way out of financial hardship.


They were also busy reconfiguring their memories of that day under the late spring sunshine and the brawl that had been like a manifestation of the troubled times, son having to be pulled off father, the christening party thrown into chaos.


‘I was guilt-ridden, well aware he was right, that Kathleen would have had nothing to do with such a proposal,’ said Joseph, picking up the tale, his head hanging, gaze on the floor. ‘And so I lashed out. At my own son. But it’s what I did when Samson came home that night that I’m most ashamed of.’ He cleared his throat into the expectant hush. ‘When . . . when he arrived back at the farm, having been god knows where but no doubt trying to cool off, I greeted him on the doorstep with a loaded shotgun. And I told him he was to leave and never come back.’ Joseph’s wry shrug was offset by the glint of tears in his eyes. ‘Unfortunately, Samson took me at my word.’


‘Jesus,’ muttered Will. ‘And all this time we thought—’


‘All this time you all judged him without knowing anything of the truth. And I was too drunk and then too ashamed to set it right. But I’m setting it right now. Samson is a good lad. He’d be the first to raise his hand if any of you here were in danger. In fact, he’s done that a few times in the months since he came back. So I’m begging you, if you decide you don’t want to help him today, don’t let it be because of what happened in the past. Because the thing is, Samson was never a black sheep. It was just Bruncliffe that painted him that way. And I stood by and let it happen.’


There was a creak of chairs as Joseph fell quiet, more than one head dropped in shame as they digested this extraordinary revelation that had changed the past fourteen years of the town’s history. And then Troy Murgatroyd spoke.


‘Well bugger me!’ he exclaimed, coming round from behind the bar to shake Joseph’s hand. ‘That took some courage. And as for your lad, I disagree. He’ll always be the black sheep in this town. But he’s our black sheep. And I’m damned if I’m going to let someone come in here and threaten one of ours.’ He turned to face the room. ‘Who’s with me?’


A forest of hands shot into the air.


All except Delilah’s. Because hers were clutching her mobile, her face pale as she stared at the text she’d just received. She looked up at the crowd before her and when she spoke, her words were laced with dread.


‘It’s too late,’ she said. ‘We’ve don’t have time. It’s happening tomorrow.’










OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






			Cover



			Title page



			Contents



			Dedication page



			Map



			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



			27



			28



			Acknowledgements



			DATE WITH EVIL



			The complete Dales Detective series

	

			Praise for the Dales Detective series



			About the Author



			Also by Julia Chapman



			Copyright page











Guide





				Cover



				Title 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



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE DALES DETECTIVE SERIES

BITRAMAL

In Bruncliffe, trust is earned and betrayal never forgiven

JuuA CHAPMAN





OEBPS/images/img_0001.jpg
A7 piorspALE
(CROFT COTTAGE. .
ATWISTLETON PARM)

RAmSRI
SRR
L

B Gorviee inscison

oo
hiss e

2

Sa \

‘f«:ﬂ‘iﬁ; 7
R \ s el






