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‘They’re death threats.’

Samson O’Brien looked at the screenshot displayed on the mobile being held out across the desk and found himself shrugging.

‘Could be,’ he said. ‘Or they could be just the usual social media trolling which has no substance.’

Laconic eyebrows raised over chiselled cheekbones, even the act of surprise looking nothing short of perfection on the face opposite. ‘I wish I shared your nonchalance. But then, you’re used to danger. The most reckless my life gets is when someone hands me a pair of scissors the wrong way round.’

The statement was accompanied by a self-deprecating smile, brown eyes twinkling, auburn curls framing the features of an angel.

And Samson found himself wondering why he felt such antipathy towards the man sitting across the desk from him on the ground floor of the Dales Detective Agency. Granted, the visitor was dressed in a lurid outfit – a tracksuit bottoms and puffer-jacket combo, the entirety made of corduroy in a gaudy floral pattern bright enough to induce a migraine. Not to mention the acid-green trainers which completed the get-up. But Samson knew nothing about haute couture and was the last person to judge another by their sense of fashion. Particularly when the person in question made his living cutting cloth to fit the rich and famous and had become a celebrated reality TV host because of it.

Tyke. A man of such renown he bore only a single name, like a Brazilian footballer. Darling of the society pages. A constant on red carpets of all descriptions, various beauties dangling off his arm. And host of The Nines, one of the most popular programmes on British TV. He’d come a long way from the gawky lad who’d spent his summers visiting relatives in Bruncliffe and answered to the name of Jake Ramsbottom.

The moment Samson had arrived at the building on Back Street and Ida told him, in an awed whisper, that he had a very important client waiting, he’d sensed something was up. It took a lot to impress Ida Capstick and, given that the four occupants of the downstairs office were currently drinking tea from the daintiest of cups, replete with matching saucers and slices of fruit cake on bone-china plates, Ida was impressed with this TV icon. Normally mismatched mugs sufficed, a couple of biscuits if they were lucky.

But Ida’s veneration wasn’t enough to sway Samson. He shook his head.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Ramsbottom—’

‘Tyke, just Tyke,’ the man intervened with a grin, turning his focus to the preternaturally still figure sitting next to Samson. ‘That’s all anyone calls me.’

There was a slight intake of breath in response from Samson’s colleague. Nothing more. Delilah Metcalfe might as well have been turned to salt, like a modern-day Lot’s wife. Perched on the edge of her chair, she was unable to tear her gaze from Tyke’s face, not a single interjection leaving her lips. In fact, since she’d entered the room alongside Samson and been introduced to their guest, she hadn’t uttered a word.

Which, for anyone who knew Delilah, was a miracle of major proportions.

She was star-struck. As was her Weimaraner, Tolpuddle. Normally the dog didn’t dispense his friendship so easily where newcomers were concerned but the second he’d seen the man sitting in one of the clients’ chairs, Tolpuddle had made a beeline for him. His large grey head was currently resting on Tyke’s lap, his ears were being ruffled and his face was bearing an expression of canine ecstasy.

Samson knew, in a searing moment of honesty, he was jealous. Of the ease with which Delilah’s and Tolpuddle’s affections had been stolen. Affections normally bestowed only on him. He also knew that was why he was so reluctant to offer up the agencies of the Dales Detectives to this man-god.

His frank self-assessment didn’t change his mind.

‘I’m sorry, but we’re just flat out at the moment. I don’t see how we can take anyone else on,’ he persisted.

‘Please.’ Tyke leaned forward, hands on the desk, fingers splayed out, attention back on Samson, as though aware that the other partner in the business was beyond coherent conversation. ‘I’m begging you. I need your help. I’m a nervous wreck since these threats started coming in. Please.’

‘I’m sorry, but we can’t—’

Samson’s reply was halted by a kick to his shins from Delilah and their prospective client simultaneously jumping to his feet.

‘If it’s money,’ Tyke protested, arms outstretched, giving Samson a full view of the extraordinary creation he was wearing, ‘I’ll pay whatever you ask. Eloise, have you got the cash?’

He addressed the latter to the woman sitting next to him. Tall, with a gamine look emphasised by her elfin haircut, she’d been introduced as Tyke’s assistant at the outset, but had remained as mute as Delilah throughout the meeting. It wasn’t just in that respect she was the more understated of the two visitors. Her jeans, black Converse All Stars, military-style vintage khaki jacket and black T-shirt were a study in restraint compared to her flamboyant companion.

She reached into the satchel on her lap, pulled out a thick wedge of banknotes and put them on the table. The top note was a fifty.

Delilah’s gulp was audible.

‘Whatever it costs,’ continued Tyke, genuine consternation on his features now. ‘I’ve got a launch for my latest collection to organise and I don’t want to be watching over my shoulder all the time, afraid someone is going to try to harm me.’

If anything, the ostentatious display of wealth made Samson even more obstinate. He shook his head.

‘This doesn’t change a thing,’ he said, gesturing at the cash. ‘We’re not equipped to provide security in a genuine case concerning death threats.’ He stressed the word ‘genuine’. ‘I suggest you contact one of the many companies which do offer such services. Or the police.’

He pushed the money back across the desk towards the still silent Eloise and got to his feet, noting with satisfaction the surprised look on Tyke’s face. Clearly not a man accustomed to being turned down.

But Samson was walking towards the door. He pulled it open and waited pointedly as Tyke tugged his baseball cap on, gave Delilah a rueful smile and left the room, Eloise scooping the banknotes back into her bag before following him into the hall. Only when the front door had closed behind them did Samson turn to confront his partner.

Delilah Metcalfe was standing by the desk looking like thunder. And Ida Capstick was descending the stairs, looking just as furious.

Caught in the crosshairs of their annoyance, Samson found himself wondering if he’d been wise to allow his emotions to overcome good business sense.

Samson wasn’t the only one in thrall to errant emotions. Across town, Arty Robinson was feeling murderous. It was a feeling which didn’t sit well in the chest of the retired bookie, a man far more given to magnanimity, a man who revelled in the company of others.

Not today. With the early summer sunshine streaming through the high windows of the communal lounge and filling the residents of Fellside Court retirement complex with communal joy, Arty knew his dark thoughts were at odds with those of his friends and neighbours. And it was all because of that bast—

‘Penny for them?’ Joseph O’Brien was leaning over the arm of his chair to murmur in his friend’s ear.

‘Sorry,’ Arty shook his head, managing a smile. ‘Miles away.’

‘You mean you weren’t hanging on to his every word?’ Joseph cast a look towards the far side of the lounge where a man was holding court, sitting on a high stool brought in for the occasion. Every sofa and armchair in the large room was occupied. Every head was turned his way, faces rapt with attention, his droll tales of life in a glamorous world the residents could only dream about eliciting lots of laughter. ‘You’ve got to give him credit. He’s a natural entertainer.’

‘Natural something,’ muttered Arty, letting his feelings show.

Joseph nodded slowly. Understanding. ‘You know you’ve nothing to worry about,’ he whispered, glancing at the woman sitting a few seats away, her sharp features focused on the speaker, an amused smile on her lips. ‘That gobshite doesn’t mean anything to Edith.’

Arty smiled. Tried to make it convincing. Tried to conceal the agonies of insecurity that had settled on him since Vinny King, Bruncliffe’s answer to royalty, had arrived at Fellside Court three months before. After a lifetime in showbusiness, Vinny had announced in an interview in Hello! magazine that he’d decided to retire back home to the Yorkshire Dales, to live among folk who knew him.

Problem was, some of the folk knew him better than others. As Arty watched Edith, mesmerised like everyone else by the stories Vinny was spinning, he had to accept that his concerns were warranted.

For it wasn’t every day that the former fiancé of the woman you loved, the woman you’d been looking forward to a wonderful future with, came to live at the same retirement complex and threw all your plans into the air. It was no surprise, then, that Arty was wishing Vinny King dead. No matter the man’s pedigree.

There were few places better to while away a couple of hours than Bruncliffe’s market square on a Thursday morning in late May. Especially when the sun was shining overhead, the sky was the kind of blue that made the heart swell, and there was a sense of gaiety as the locals congregated to sample the wares of the stalls set up around the cobbles, the high fells arching green above the town in the background.

Basking in the warmth of what was shaping up to be a gorgeous day, Clive Knowles was leaning against the wall outside the bank and taking in the scene with an air of contentment.

Truth be told, he wasn’t one for markets. Not unless they were of the ovine sort. But his lass liked this weekly event, took pleasure from haggling with the stallholders for tomatoes or carrots, and declared that the fish van was exceptional. Which, for a native of coastal Bridlington who’d been raised on the bounty of the sea, was high praise indeed. So Clive was happy to make the trip into town from Mire End Farm every Thursday, because bringing pleasure to the life of the woman who’d recently become Mrs Knowles meant the world to him.

Not that you’d know she was pleased as she leaned in over the vegetables, pinching at potatoes with a frown and casting a critical eye over the cabbages. But Carol Knowles wasn’t a woman to waste her smiles, a fact which endeared her even more to her newly-wedded husband, making those rare moments when her lips curved something he’d learned to treasure.

She glanced over at him, as though sensing his regard. Nodded briskly, and then turned back to her business, unaware that her curt acknowledgement of Clive’s presence had been enough to catapult his heart around his ribcage. He was like a teenager, bowled over by this amazing woman who’d turned up unexpectedly in his life.

Sending a general note of thanks up to the gods, the Fates, Cupid, or whatever agency had been behind this change in his existence at an age when he’d been resigned to bachelordom, he pushed himself off the wall and started to walk across the cobbles. He’d go and get the bag of shopping Carol had already amassed and leave her free to peruse the rest of the market without any encumbrances.

She saw him coming. Turned towards him. And as she did so, he saw her jerk back in surprise, eyes widening, jaw dropping. Her expression was sufficient to make Clive spin round to see what had caught her attention. He dismissed Lucy Metcalfe standing on the steps of her cafe, taking in the sunshine. Likewise Mrs Pettiford, who was just leaving the bank on her break, the sight of neither woman being enough to cause such alarm. So it had to be the man walking down the pavement towards him.

Clive had time enough to notice the outlandish attire. The garish colours. The ridiculous lime-green trainers and the baseball cap pulled low. Then it all happened too fast for him to remember much else.

The man started to cross the road as though heading for Peaks Patisserie, and out of nowhere, a motorbike came roaring along High Street. A blur of speed. The man in the middle of the road. The bike not slowing down.

Clive was moving before he knew it. Long legs carrying him towards the pedestrian with an agility he hadn’t shown since his days on the right wing for Bruncliffe rugby club. Aware of the bike, the proximity, the danger, he lunged.

A face full of fabric, the crash of contact as two bodies collided heavily and he was falling to the ground, the man beneath him. Then a shout of pain or surprise, the blast of a horn, the wheels of the motorbike screeching ever closer. Close enough that Clive squeezed his eyes shut, expecting the worst.
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It missed them by mere inches.

Ears filled with the roar of the engine, Clive felt a peppering of gravel on his head, the scorch of the exhaust, his heart going way too fast for a man of his age. Then the bike was gone.

As it roared away down Church Street, the marketplace – which had been frozen into a tableau of open mouths and shocked expressions – came back to life. People shouting at the fleeing motorcyclist as he disappeared off into the distance. Others rushing over to check on the two men. It was Carol who reached them first.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked just as Clive rolled off the man he’d flung to the ground, her voice steady despite the pallor to her face.

‘Aye, lass,’ muttered Clive, heart still ricocheting wildly in his chest.

Relief washed over her. But then he glanced down and saw the rip in the sleeve of his jumper, the one she’d knitted which had been the catalyst for their romance. The soft blue wool was torn where he’d made contact with the road.

‘Damn it,’ he muttered.

‘Easier darn a sweater than a body,’ she murmured. ‘And you?’ She turned to the man, who was sitting up, gingerly rubbing the side of his face, his bulky jacket ripped and stained, baseball cap lying on the tarmac. ‘Mr Tyke? Are you all right?’

‘Tyke, just Tyke,’ he mumbled. He nodded. Looked dazed.

Realisation came to Clive in a flash. The bloke off the TV show Carol loved – Nine Lives or whatever it was called. One of those blasted reality programmes, set around the theme of making clothes. Not his cup of tea but he was happy to sit and watch them with his wife, getting joy from her acerbic comments about the various creations the contenders produced each week.

‘I think you saved my life. How can I ever thank you?’ The man was looking at Clive now. Those auburn curls framing a face so well known but looking so different as shock set in. The perfect skin was drawn tight across the sharp cheekbones and marred by a scarlet slash of blood, and the famous grin had morphed into a grimace as he held his side.

There was a fair crowd around them now, people murmuring as they made the connection between the unfortunate pedestrian and the TV star.

‘No thanks needed,’ said Clive, getting to his feet and extending a hand to the man, helping him stand. He gestured at the tattered clothing. The gash on the man’s face which was bleeding profusely. ‘Sorry about that. I reacted without thinking.’

Tyke shook his head. ‘Don’t apologise. I’m just grateful you acted as fast as you did. That motorbike . . .’ He hesitated, gazing down Church Street.

‘It came out of nowhere,’ said Carol. She looked at Clive, eyes narrowed, and then at Tyke. ‘And if I’m not mistaken, it were aimed straight at you.’

Tyke, already the colour of a newborn lamb, turned an even starker shade of white.

‘You must have lost your bloody marbles! They were offering enough to see us through to the back end of summer. What the hell did you turn it down for?!’

Samson tried to appear more resolute than he felt. After several minutes of being harangued by his colleagues, he was finding it hard to defend his decision. Especially as Delilah was right – it had been a lot of money. ‘Like I said,’ he muttered, falling back on the sole justification that carried merit, ‘it’s beyond our capabilities.’

Delilah glowered at him. In the wake of Tyke and Eloise’s departure she had recovered her voice – and her strident opinions – and had used both to good effect as she paced up and down between the desk and the large window which overlooked the street. There were no signs of her tiring. Not when she was being backed up from the other side of the room, where Ida Capstick was standing inside the office door, arms folded, having made no attempt to hide her disbelief as she took in the news of what had transpired in her absence.

‘Tha’s gone daft, lad,’ she muttered. ‘Think of the exposure. The agency would have been flooded with clients if tha’d had the gumption to take him on.’

‘I genuinely didn’t think he needed our services,’ protested Samson.

‘Seriously?’ Delilah was standing over the desk now, leaning on it in a way that made Samson want to reach up and kiss her. He valued his life too much to even risk it. ‘Did you read those tweets he received? “I’m coming for you!” followed by a knife emoji? Or “You’d best sleep with one eye open!” with a gun and skull motif thrown in for good measure? You really think that’s just trolling?’

Samson shrugged. The threats had seemed intense all right. Certainly enough to warrant concern and a request for help. It was just that Samson didn’t want to be involved in providing that assistance. Or rather, he didn’t want Delilah involved.

‘And as for that lame excuse you gave him . . . Flat out? We’re struggling to keep our heads above water financially and you’re willing to walk away from what could be a lucrative contract?’

Another half-hearted shrug was all Samson could manage. Because yet again, she was spot on. Since he’d given up his position as an undercover operative with the National Crime Agency and resigned from the Metropolitan Police at the end of the previous year, the Dales Detective Agency was now having to support him full-time. Along with Gareth Towler, the former gamekeeper showing no signs of wanting to secure other employment. There was also Ida to consider, her original position as cleaner having merged into a combined role of receptionist and detective, plus teenager Nina Hussain, both only part-time but key members of the team. Things were tight and if it wasn’t for Delilah’s success in her other ventures, they would be looking at laying someone off. Thankfully her expertise in IT was in high demand and the Dales Dating Agency was also going from strength to strength, bringing in much needed revenue, paying the overheads of their shared office space.

That revenue didn’t stretch far though, and with a wedding looming, not to mention the expenses incurred in trying to get Twistleton Farm to a state they could move into permanently, Samson and Delilah were feeling the pinch.

It wasn’t what Samson had envisaged back in September when all his dreams seemed to be answered on that glorious day out at his childhood home. An auction of which he was the unexpected beneficiary, bringing the family farm into his ownership. And an impulsive proposal to a woman he worshipped.

When Delilah had said yes, Samson had seen nothing but bliss ahead of them. Not bills. Not stress. And certainly not her seeming reluctance to actually commit to getting married.

He stifled a sigh. Ran a hand through his hair and tried to get a grip on his rampant paranoia. Because that’s all it was. Delilah was simply being laid-back. That’s why she wasn’t fussing about the minutiae when it came to their big day. She’d assured him that the date was booked. The venue too. As for the rest of it, it would happen in due course. It didn’t matter that she kept putting off sending out invitations. It didn’t matter that she had yet to find a dress with only three weeks left until the big day – he was content to exchange vows with her in running kit if that’s what she wanted.

But no matter how much he told himself that there was nothing to worry about, what had started out as a niggle of unease in the New Year was now, five months on, growing into fully fledged anxiety.

What if that impulsive proposal was the problem? What if Delilah was regretting her equally impulsive acceptance – an acceptance which had been forced from her in a very public setting? And now she didn’t want to humiliate him by backing out but was reluctant to proceed at the same time?

With everything on their plates on the work front, not to mention the possibility that Delilah would soon be testifying in a major court case, Samson didn’t feel he could add more stress to the situation by trying to talk to her about it. Nor did he want her family and friends weighing in on the topic – which is exactly what would happen if they knew there was the slightest doubt in her mind, this being Bruncliffe, where opinions were abundant and widely shared. Samson would rather not get married at all than have her agree to go through with it simply because of peer pressure.

So when Tyke, with his puppy-dog eyes and easy charm, had turned up asking for help and beguiling Delilah in the process, jealousy had breached Samson’s already weakened defences, causing him to reject a valuable client and, more importantly, judging by the tweets, someone whose life might genuinely be in danger.

Feeling beleaguered, Samson glanced towards the corner of the office, but if he’d been hoping for some canine support, he was out of luck. Tolpuddle was curled up in his bed, head on his paws, large eyes mournful as though the sunshine which had been warming his heart had been extinguished by a sudden cloud.

What was it with the lot of them?

The front door crashed open, taking attention off Samson momentarily.

‘Is he still here?!’ Nina Hussain bundled into the hallway, Delilah’s nephew Nathan on her heels, both in school uniform, a babble of excited language issuing from them. ‘We came as soon as the lunchtime bell went.’

‘It’s the talk of the school!’ declared Nathan. ‘Everyone’s going around saying “Clothing gets you noticed!” and “A stitch in time doesn’t always save nine!”.’

Seeing Samson’s puzzlement, Nina rolled her eyes. ‘They’re the catchphrases from his show, The Nines. Don’t tell me you don’t watch it?’ Then she grinned. ‘So are we going to be working for him?’

‘Wait till everyone hears!’ Nathan’s grin was as wide as hers.

Ida turned to Samson. Arms folded even higher on her thin chest, chin at an angle that brooked no argument. ‘Reckon tha can break the bad news, seeing as it’s tha doing.’

‘Bad news?’ Nina looked around the office, took in the atmosphere and wheeled round to face Samson. ‘You didn’t take the case? We’re not working with Tyke?’

Samson took a deep breath. ‘It’s not that simple’ – a snort from Delilah cut across him – ‘he wanted services we don’t provide.’

‘Like what?’ asked Nathan.

‘Personal protection.’

Nathan blinked. Looked at Delilah. Who shrugged in mutual incomprehension.

‘Why don’t we do that?’ asked Nina.

Samson ran a hand over his face. ‘Because it’s outside our remit. And besides, I really don’t think there’s a credible threat to life in this instance.’

‘Remember last time you said that,’ muttered Delilah.

He could tell from the blush which followed the words that she wished them back as soon as they were said, but it was too late. They’d found their target, bringing silence to the room.

Alice Shepherd. Samson remembered her all too well, the resident of Fellside Court who’d sat on the other side of this very desk eighteen months ago and told him her life was in danger. He’d dismissed her claims as the ramblings of an elderly person losing their grasp on reality. He’d been wrong and the guilt still haunted him.

‘This is different,’ he said tersely. ‘Tyke is not a vulnerable pensioner, for starters. And secondly—’

He was spared from having to think up a spurious second reason as the front door swung open again and Clive Knowles came into view, Carol following, and none other than Tyke supported between them.

Tyke, who had a gash on his grey face pouring blood down his right cheek and whose high-end clothes were all dirty and torn.

‘I don’t know what reason you gave for turning this lad down when he asked for your help,’ boomed Clive with a glare. ‘But I can tell you now, Samson O’Brien, someone damn near just tried to kill him!’
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The Dales Detective Agency sprang into action. Nina ran upstairs to grab the first-aid kit, Nathan going with her to get more chairs and Ida hustling after them to get a brew on. While Delilah helped Clive lead a dazed-looking Tyke to a seat across the desk from Samson.

Samson, who was sitting there shocked. Awash with remorse. Cursing himself for his arrogance and petty jealousy.

‘I’m so sorry—’ he began.

Tyke went to brush the apology aside, but the motion triggered a low groan, sending his hand to his ribs instead. ‘Not a word of it,’ he said. ‘I get your reticence – high-profile clients can be a nightmare.’ He managed a lopsided grin, which just made Samson feel worse.

‘What happened?’ Delilah had sat down next to Samson and was flipping open a notepad, pen in hand, already making notes. While her partner was wallowing in shame, she was all business.

‘Bloody motorbike came out of nowhere,’ said Clive, as Nathan entered the office carrying several folding chairs. The farmer took two, opened one out for his wife and sank onto the other, wiping his forehead, shock etched on his craggy face. ‘Out of nowhere.’

‘Where were you?’

‘In the marketplace,’ said Carol. ‘Clive was just coming to get my shopping when we noticed Mr Ramsb— I mean, Mr Tyke, walking towards Church Street. He’d reached the edge of the pavement and had begun crossing it when the motorbike came roaring up High Street.’

‘I was on my way to visit my uncle,’ explained Tyke. ‘And yeah, I admit that I was deep in thought, worrying about those blasted messages I’ve been getting. But I swear I didn’t see the bike when I stepped off the kerb.’

‘Happen that’s cos it weren’t there to be seen,’ grunted Clive. ‘Isn’t that right, lass?’

Carol nodded, her focus now on cleaning up the cut on Tyke’s face, courtesy of the first-aid kit Nina was holding out with a look of rapture.

‘Was Eloise with you?’ Samson asked Tyke, thinking another witness would be helpful.

Tyke shook his head. ‘She went back to the house we’ve rented to catch up on some admin.’

‘And what about the bike? Could you describe it?’

‘Not a chance.’

‘Likewise,’ said Clive. ‘I was too busy praying it wouldn’t hit us to get a proper look.’

‘It were a trail bike,’ said Carol, taping gauze to Tyke’s cheek. ‘A Triumph. Black. Off-road tyres. The number-plate was too mucky to read.’ She flipped the lid of the first-aid box closed and sat back to scrutinise her efforts, before becoming aware of the impressed gazes around the room, Clive looking at her with unabashed admiration. She shrugged it off with a frown. ‘I recognised the name as it flashed by, that’s all. Happen one of our neighbours had a Triumph back when we were nippers. Always razzing around on it like he thought he were Steve McQueen or summat.’

Ida, entering the room with a tray laden with teapot and a multitude of mugs just as Carol was concluding her story, sniffed. ‘Aye. I remember that. Daft ha’p’orth. Wasn’t much of a Great Escape when he failed to clear the garden fence and ended up in hospital.’

Carol made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a snort.

‘So a classic bike, then?’ asked Delilah.

‘No. It were modern.’ The brief flash of humour evaporated, leaving the residue of Carol’s severe expression behind. ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch the model. And I can’t say much about the rider either, other than he were dressed all in black. I was so caught up watching these two escaping death, I didn’t notice owt else.’

Tyke blinked. Ran a hand over his face. ‘Jesus,’ he muttered, as though realising just how close he’d been to meeting his maker. ‘I thought it was just an accident.’

‘No accident that.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ Samson’s question brought Carol’s fierce gaze onto him.

‘Because, lad, it happened right in front of me.’

‘But you’ve said Tyke was in the road. If he stepped out in front of a motorbike, what was the motorcyclist supposed to do?’

‘The bike wasn’t there when I stepped off the pavement—’ Tyke began. His protest was cut short by Carol’s sharp tone.

‘I can see how this could look like an accident,’ she said. ‘Mr Tyke not paying attention. A motorbike having to swerve to avoid him. Thing is though, that’s not what happened.’

‘You mean Tyke is right in saying the road was clear?’ asked Samson.

‘I mean,’ said Carol, leaning across the desk now, voice firm, ‘the motorbike didn’t swerve to avoid him. It changed direction to try to hit him!’

There was a shocked moment of silence then a long low whistle came from the doorway. Gareth Towler was standing there, his large figure almost filling the space, eyebrows raised up towards his thatch of russet hair, a hand rubbing his thick beard in disbelief.

‘Not much of a welcome home, Tyke!’ he said, ruefully.

‘Gareth!’ exclaimed Tyke in pleased surprise. He tried to jump up, winced in pain, and managed a grin instead, the former gamekeeper crossing the room to embrace him.

‘Wasn’t expecting to bump into you here,’ Tyke murmured, then yelped as he was enveloped in the bigger man’s arms. ‘Watch the ribs, mind!’

‘You always were a bit delicate,’ laughed Gareth, standing back to appraise the fashion designer. And his clothes. ‘What the heck’s this lot?’ he asked, tugging at the ripped puffer-jacket. ‘Bit overdressed for these parts.’

‘“Clothing gets you noticed!” remember,’ said Tyke, taking the jibe with the humour it was intended to provoke, as he flashed the inside of the jacket to reveal an even brighter pattern in different hues.

Gareth grinned. ‘They’re certainly doing that!’

‘I’ve called them Retro Reversibles – a choice of styles in one garment. It’s my new line. The one I was hoping to launch here . . .’ He tailed off. Apprehension clouding his features.

‘Tha’s holding the launch in Bruncliffe?’ asked Ida, the surprise and excitement in her voice mirrored on several faces around the room.

‘That’s the plan . . . It was a spur-of-the-moment decision last week. I just thought it would be a lovely way to acknowledge my heritage now that my uncle’s moved back here.’ Tyke grimaced. ‘But it’s not worth risking my life for.’

‘I heard right, then?’ said Gareth, looking to Samson and Delilah. ‘Someone tried to kill this lad?’

‘That’s what we’re trying to establish—’

‘Yes!’ said Delilah, interrupting her partner. ‘It seems that way. He’s been getting death threats, too.’

‘And we’re investigating, I presume?’ Gareth’s question brought all eyes onto Samson and a heavy silence filled the room. ‘What? Is there a problem?’ the gamekeeper asked, looking around the agency team.

‘Mr Tyke has asked us to provide personal protection, but Samson thinks we’re too stretched,’ muttered Ida.

‘It’s not . . . I didn’t . . .’ Samson sighed. Ran a hand through his hair. ‘We are stretched,’ he said. ‘But it’s not just that. If that bike really did take aim for you, Tyke, then this is a matter for the police.’

‘We already suggested that,’ said Clive Knowles. ‘Lad’s dead set against it.’

Tyke splayed out his hands. ‘Sorry. No can do. I don’t want the police involved.’

‘Why not?’ asked Gareth. ‘Surely they should be notified about what’s going on? Death threats shouldn’t be taken lightly.’

‘My thoughts exactly,’ muttered Samson.

But Tyke was shaking his head. ‘It would jeopardise the launch of my collection and I simply can’t have that happen. There’s too much riding on it.’ He grimaced. ‘I don’t need the media attention notifying the police would bring, either. Because I guarantee you, no matter how much I ask for an official investigation to be kept under wraps, someone would leak it on social media.’ He turned to Samson. ‘That’s why I came to you. My uncle’s friends said you were the best.’

‘Your uncle?’ Samson asked at this further mention of the man.

‘Vinny King,’ said several voices in unison, Ida adding a tut of reproval at his ignorance of Bruncliffe connections.

‘Vinny’s your uncle?’ Samson was staring at Tyke now, seeing the similarity between the young man and the TV talk-show host who’d recently become a resident at Fellside Court. And the penny dropped. He groaned. ‘Those recommendations you mentioned . . . they weren’t from my father and his mates?’

Tyke nodded. ‘I happened to say I might need the services of a private detective while I was visiting Uncle Vinny earlier this week and I was told to try here.’ He smiled. ‘They were very effusive in their praise. And offers of help. One woman – Clarissa, I think she’s called – even said they could organise a stakeout if I needed it.’

Samson groaned again. The thought of Clarissa Ralph leading an investigation in the wake of his refusal to do so was one that was not only credible, but also too scary to contemplate. He was between a rock and a hard place – if he didn’t take this case on, the pensioners at Fellside Court quite possibly would.

‘Perhaps we could work something out,’ he muttered.

‘Thank goodness!’ Tyke’s head dropped in relief, shoulders sagging.

‘We can do shifts,’ said Delilah, with a sudden animation which sent Samson’s paranoia rocketing. ‘Gareth, Samson and myself. And work all our other caseloads around your needs.’

‘I’m in,’ said Gareth, grinning as he ruffled Tyke’s hair. ‘Always looked after this little runt when he was up here on holidays with his folks. Shouldn’t be any different now.’

Tyke laughed. But then shook his head. ‘Sorry if this sounds pompous but when it comes to my security, I want Samson on it full-time.’ He gave an apologetic shrug. ‘He’s got the experience and I’d feel a lot happier knowing he was the one watching my back. Plus I need it to be as discreet as possible.’

Delilah was opening her mouth as though about to object, but Samson got in first.

‘I agree,’ he said. ‘No disrespect to my colleagues, but given the gravity of what occurred this morning, that aspect of the case is best left to me. So I’ll provide the protection needed and Delilah can lead the investigation into the attempted hit-and-run and the online threats.’

‘I’m not going to argue with that,’ said Gareth. He gestured at his immense frame with a laugh. ‘Not as though I’m suited to being discreet anyhow!’

His comment triggered laughter.

Samson turned to Delilah, whose jaw was set in a solid line he recognised. ‘You okay with that? I mean, those messages Tyke’s been getting – with your IT expertise, you’re the best placed out of all of us to get a lead on who’s behind them. And in a situation like this, prevention is better than cure.’

She gave a slight nod of the head.

‘That’s great,’ said Tyke. ‘I’ve just got one final request – I can’t stress how important it is that the press don’t get wind of what’s going on, so I have to ask that not a word of this leaves this room.’

He looked around at the gathering, getting nods of acquiescence from everyone.

‘Thanks,’ he said with a smile of appreciation. ‘You’ve no idea how much of a load you’ve taken off me.’ Then he turned to Clive. ‘And you, I literally owe you my life.’

Clive went to brush off the gratitude but Tyke continued.

‘I know this won’t repay my debt in any way but . . . how would you like to star in my launch-night fashion show? I was hoping to use some local models and you fit the bill perfectly.’

‘He’d love it!’ replied Carol before Clive could even find his voice.

‘Excellent!’ Tyke smiled at her, a hint of red coming to her cheeks. ‘And thanks for this.’ He reached up to touch the bandage on his face. ‘Not just a sharp-eyed witness but a competent nurse, too.’

‘Happen us Capsticks are observant,’ commented Ida, with a sharp humph and an even sharper glance at her dumbstruck cousin.

‘You’re related?’ Tyke looked from one to the other.

‘Cousins,’ they both muttered.

Tyke nodded, well acquainted with Bruncliffe’s interlocking lineage. His smile switched to Delilah. ‘Like us,’ he said.

Samson turned so quickly to look at her, he felt a snap of pain in his neck. ‘I didn’t know you two were cousins.’

She shrugged in that nonchalant way she had when it came to her family. As though the connections were so cemented in centuries of existence, they were simply a way of life, beyond the need for explanation. Something Samson, as an only child a long way from his father’s Irish relatives and ostracised from his mother’s, couldn’t comprehend.

‘Through the Giffords, I think,’ she said. A memory of young Megan Gifford who worked out at the auction mart flitted through Samson’s mind. ‘Although,’ continued Delilah, ‘I think it’s more a connection through marriage.’

‘Kissing cousins, then?’ quipped Gareth with a wide smile.

Delilah blushed while Tyke grinned. ‘Sounds good to me,’ he said.

The pain in Samson’s neck was surpassed by an even sharper one in his heart. As Tyke shook hands with him to seal the deal, Samson’s only consolation was that he’d denied Delilah the opportunity to spend hours in the fashion designer’s handsome company.

Or at least, he hoped he had.
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News never took long to circulate around Bruncliffe. Those interconnections which baffled the likes of Samson, the threads of family winding unseen through the town which he could never untangle, were utilised in times of drama, becoming effective communication lines the moment anything of note happened. And as many of those familial threads were woven into the brilliant tapestry which represented the occupants of Fellside Court, news often reached the retirement complex way before the rest of the population.

Today was no exception. A potential road accident taking place in the market square, averted at the last minute by an heroic act which saved a life, was definitely something of note. Even more so when the life saved was that of a celebrity fashion designer, who also happened to be the nephew of a national treasure and current Fellside Court resident.

Having finished his talk to rapturous applause – which Arty Robinson had participated in with only half a heart – Vinny King was taking his time walking through the lounge, accepting praise with a humble smile, pausing to have a quick word here, a shake of hands there. When he reached the group of friends sitting over by the windows, he sank down into the only available chair with a dramatic sigh.

‘Thank goodness that’s over!’ he exclaimed, giving an exaggerated mop of his brow.

‘Likewise,’ said Arty under his breath, garnering a snort from Eric Bradley next to him.

‘So what did you think?’ Vinny’s question was aimed at the group but his gaze came to rest on Edith, the former headmistress at her most sphinx-like as she simply nodded her head.

‘Oh it was wonderful!’ enthused Clarissa Ralph, beaming, her effervescent nature the polar opposite of her sister’s more measured take on life. ‘How exciting to have rubbed shoulders with all those greats of the screen and stage!’

Vinny gave a shrug, smiling. ‘They’re just people. Most of them not a patch on folk around here.’

‘Too bloody right,’ retorted Arty. Louder this time. Edith flicking him a glance.

But Vinny was oblivious to the hostility, his warm smile turning to the woman Arty loved. ‘Edith? What about you? I know I can rely on you to tell me the truth – did I just make a complete idiot of myself?’

Edith smiled back, an easy familiarity between them. ‘Well, I thought—’

‘Oh!’ The sharp cry came from a woman in the centre of the lounge who was looking at her mobile. She stood, eyes focused on them. Hand over her mouth, she approached, reaching out to grasp Vinny’s forearm as her perfectly shaped eyebrows arched in shock beneath her immaculate platinum-blonde bob. ‘Oh my goodness!’

‘Blasted drama queen,’ muttered Edith at a volume only loud enough to be heard by Arty. She was airing an opinion shared by many in the room, for everyone knew Geraldine Mortimer liked a bit of melodrama, particularly if it was at someone else’s expense or could place her centre stage.

Right now, however, Arty could have kissed her, as she’d broken whatever that moment had been between Vinny and Edith.

But as she stood there making the most of her time in the spotlight, there was something in Geraldine’s expression which made Arty hold back on agreeing with Edith’s normally astute assessment. Something which suggested there really was a drama in the offing. It was sufficient to bring Vinny to his feet.

‘What is it?’ he demanded.

‘It’s your nephew!’ exclaimed Geraldine. ‘There’s been an accident!’

Vinny King paled, staggered backwards, Edith’s hand going out to steady him as a collective gasp echoed around the room. ‘Tyke? What do you mean? Is he okay?’

‘What’s going on?’ Ana Stoyanovic, recently reappointed as manager of Fellside Court by the new owner and – in Arty’s opinion – the best thing to have happened to the retirement community in the past twelve months, was walking towards them, a frown creasing her angelic face.

‘It seems Vinny’s nephew has been involved in some sort of accident,’ said Edith, guiding Vinny back down into his armchair. ‘But we’re a little short on the salient details so Vinny’s understandably upset.’ She glared at Geraldine.

‘I’m sorry,’ snapped Geraldine. ‘I thought it imperative to pass on the news immediately—’

‘Tyke’s fine!’ said Clarissa, looking up from her mobile before pausing, a wheezing cough momentarily taking her breath.

Edith regarded her sister with concern. ‘Did you call the doctor like I told you to?’

‘How about a suck of oxygen?’ Eric was holding out the mask attached to the cylinder by his side. ‘Would that help?’

Clarissa ended the coughing fit on a laugh. ‘Thanks, Eric – I’ll be fine. And Dr Naylor’s coming this afternoon, Edith, so stop fussing. But going back to Tyke, I put a shout out on the WhatsApp group and Lucy saw Clive Knowles leading him away from the marketplace. Apparently he’s got a few cuts and bruises but nothing major.’

Vinny let out a loud sigh, shoulders slumping, and Edith put her arm around him.

‘Thank goodness,’ she murmured.

Arty tried to quell the surge of jealousy threatening to engulf him. A man’s life had been in danger and he was behaving like a teenager.

‘Do you know what happened?’ he asked Clarissa.

She was scanning her phone, the Bruncliffe WhatsApp group set up by Delilah back when Samson’s life was in danger having proved its worth many times over in the last twelve months. When Clarissa looked up, her eyes were wide with shock.

‘Lucy saw it all – she says a motorbike came out of nowhere as Tyke was crossing the road in front of her cafe and almost ran him over. If it hadn’t been for Clive’s intervention . . .’

‘Crikey!’ said Eric. ‘Sounds like he had a lucky escape.’

Murmurs of agreement echoed around the group.

‘But that’s not all,’ continued Clarissa, excitement making her breathless, the rasp in her chest more pronounced. ‘Mrs Pettiford was on the other side of High Street by the bank and she told Lucy that it didn’t look like an accident from her angle.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Ana.

‘She said it looked like the motorbike was trying to hit Tyke on purpose!’

Her words triggered a gasp from Vinny, whose skin was now a worrying shade of grey.

‘Clarissa!’ Edith’s tone was sharp with remonstration as she stared at her sister. ‘You should know better than to be repeating the view of the town’s gossip before we have any corroboration from a more reliable source.’

‘I think we might have that corroboration,’ came the reasoned lilt of Joseph O’Brien. He gestured at his phone. ‘Barry saw Clive and Carol going next door to his with Tyke.’

‘Barry?’ Vinny looked around, puzzled, a newcomer to town. ‘Who’s Barry?’

His question fell into silence, everyone else making the connections and looking worried, Eric even reaching for his oxygen as his breath started to come in short pants.

‘Barry Dawson,’ he muttered, between inhalations. ‘He owns Plastic Fantastic on Back Street.’

‘And? How is that relevant?’ Vinny was getting exasperated. ‘Edith? What’s going on?’

She shook her head, placed her hand over his and squeezed. ‘Plastic Fantastic is next door to both the Dales Dating Agency and the Dales Detective Agency. I’m guessing that it wasn’t the former they were visiting.’

Vinny still looked puzzled. ‘Tyke’s gone to see a private detective?’

‘So it would appear. But don’t worry. He mentioned the other day that he was thinking about engaging someone to protect his new clothing range from corporate spies. It’s probably just that.’

‘Or he might have decided his own backside needs protecting,’ muttered Eric, undermining Edith’s attempt to play down the situation.

Vinny slumped in his seat, getting it now. ‘Do you think . . . could that lady be right? Someone tried to kill Tyke . . .?’ He was shaking his head, struggling to take it in.

‘Whatever it is,’ said Clarissa as Vinny gripped Edith’s hand and leaned against her shoulder, ‘Tyke’s done the right thing. If anyone can establish whether this was a murder attempt or not, it’s Samson and Delilah. They’re the best in the business.’

There was a strong rumble of agreement around the group. Vinny was taking little consolation from it, however, looking like a husk of the man who’d been holding the room enthralled only moments before. While Arty’s insecurity was reaching new levels as Edith murmured in Vinny’s ear, her hand clasped in his, the pair of them looking every bit the betrothed couple they used to be.

Arty turned away, remonstrating with himself for being so immature, and saw Geraldine Mortimer, her focus also on the two former sweethearts. And for a brief second before her face assumed an expression of perfect concern, he saw his own feelings reflected in her gaze.

Seemed like he wasn’t the only one being tormented by pangs of envy.

‘So,’ said Samson, forcing himself to be businesslike and overcome his personal reservations now that the agency’s services were committed, ‘how are we going to reallocate the rest of the cases if I’m on bodyguard duties?’

With their new client having departed along with Clive and Carol, and Nina and Nathan having been reluctantly shooed back to school, the rest of the DDA team were gathered around Samson’s desk, Ida studying the agency’s schedule on her laptop, lips pursed in contemplation.

‘Bodyguard?’ came a loud voice from the hall as Delilah’s oldest brother, Will, appeared in the office doorway. ‘What’s this all about?’

‘We’ve had a request from someone for personal protection. You’ll never guess who,’ said Delilah, face alight with excitement.

‘Clive Knowles? Those sheep of his are finally after his blood for being dyed pink?’

Ida snorted and Gareth let out a loud laugh, Clive’s candy-floss Texels the subject of local legend.

‘Tyke!’ announced Delilah, unable to hold it in any longer.

‘The Tyke?’ Will asked.

Samson waited for an expression of awe to descend on the features of the farmer as it had done with everyone else so far. But none materialised, a simple puzzled frown remaining on Will’s face.

‘The very same,’ Delilah confirmed. ‘He’s in the area to launch his summer collection and has received death threats. He wants us to provide surveillance while he’s here.’

‘Me,’ clarified Samson. ‘He wants me to provide surveillance.’

Delilah waved a hand as though it was a trivial point, but it wasn’t for Samson. He’d been relieved beyond measure when Tyke had expressly stated that he wanted only Samson on the case.

‘Who’d have thought it,’ murmured Ida, shaking her head. ‘That scrawny boy who used to come up every summer, turning into someone so famous.’

‘So famous he’s adopted a ridiculous name,’ muttered Samson, feeling like a curmudgeon but unable to enter into the excitement his colleagues were experiencing.

‘Jake Ramsbottom hardly has the same ring to it,’ Gareth laughed. ‘Besides, it was Will who gave him that nickname. Remember, Will? We’d be hanging out in Hawber Woods and he was always trailing after us. The lad was so cheeky, never took no for an answer. So Will just started calling him “Tyke”. And now he uses it for his clothing range and everything.’

Will gave a dry laugh. ‘Aye, that’s true enough. Happen I should be on commission or something for coming up with his branding.’ Then he turned serious. ‘But is it true? Did he really get death threats?’

‘Not just death threats. Some bugger tried to run him over this morning in the marketplace,’ said Ida.

‘We don’t know that for sure—’ began Samson.

Delilah shot him a look. ‘Sounds very much like we do. Carol Knowles isn’t one to make things up and according to the WhatsApp group, Mrs Pettiford attested to the same. The motorbike appeared to change direction and head straight towards Tyke. But for Clive’s quick thinking, we’d be looking at a murder investigation.’

‘Bloody hell!’ muttered Will, his frown deepening as he glanced towards Delilah.

‘Don’t!’ she growled.

He raised both hands in appeasement. ‘I didn’t say a word.’

‘You didn’t need to! I’m thirty, and yet you still think you have to worry about me.’

‘Given you’ve been involved in several near-death encounters in the last eighteen months, I can hardly be blamed for looking out for my little sister,’ he said gruffly, reaching over to ruffle her hair. He flicked a look at Samson above her head, a silent entreaty.

It was an entreaty Samson couldn’t promise to fulfil. Not when Delilah Metcalfe had a penchant for seeking out trouble and a stubborn refusal to stay out of it once she found it.

‘So what does this personal protection involve?’ asked Will, with an air of resignation.

‘Mostly surveillance,’ said Samson. ‘And whatever Delilah and the rest of the team can dig up in the background. Hopefully we’ll be able to find the perpetrator before they make good on their threats.’

Will nodded. ‘Well, Tyke couldn’t have chosen anyone finer to ask for help. While I’m no fan of his taste in fashion, he’s certainly shown sense in placing his life in your hands, Samson.’

The rare praise from the oldest Metcalfe sibling brought raised eyebrows around the room. And a sense of guilt to Samson’s heart. Because he wasn’t sure his new client would have been so keen to secure his services if he could have seen the resentment being harboured by his bodyguard.

Not that Samson held anything against the man personally. He remembered seeing him around in the summers when they were kids, Jake – as he was then – visiting grandparents at the Ramsbottom place, a ramshackle cottage on Crag Lane, tucked under the crag and permanently damp. He’d been a slip of a lad, a couple of years younger than Samson and Ryan Metcalfe, and without the robust physique that the local kids had from living on farms and spending most of their time outdoors. But that had never held him back, the boy refusing to heed the older lads’ pointed comments when he tagged along. Refusing to be cowed when they deliberately chose activities which would test the city-dwelling youngster.

Samson had always had a grudging respect for him. Although, once Samson’s mother died and his time became tied up with keeping the family farm going and keeping his father out of the pub as much as possible, he saw very little of Jake Ramsbottom. Until now. When he’d entrusted Samson with his safekeeping.

‘Does he still run?’ Will was asking his sister.

‘Don’t know – it didn’t crop up. But he looks fit, so maybe. Although I can’t see him getting much hill training down in London.’

‘He’s a fell runner?’ asked Samson.

‘Used to be a good one,’ said Will. ‘Beat Delilah in the Bruncliffe Hills race back in the day.’

‘I don’t remember that.’ Samson turned to Delilah, surprised. For she’d been the queen of the fells in her teens, winning every race which came before her and leaving even the likes of Samson, five years her senior, in her wake. ‘In fact, I don’t remember you ever losing the Bruncliffe Hills in your age category.’

‘It was a few years after you left town,’ murmured Delilah. ‘My first race as a senior. Tyke was up visiting family and decided to enter. Although in my defence, it wasn’t exactly a fair contest.’

Will laughed. ‘Over a decade ago and you’re still smarting, sis? Never say a Metcalfe can’t hold a grudge.’

‘What happened?’ asked Gareth.

‘Tyke cheated.’ Delilah gave a small smile. ‘He didn’t go to the final checkpoint. He swears he did and the rain smeared the ink but I was ahead of him and then suddenly he was ahead of me on the track as we hit the descent. The only way it could have happened was if he cut a corner.’

‘And so Delilah, being Delilah, threw herself down the fellside trying to catch him. Left the track and went down the steep bit.’ Will was shaking his head at the memory.

‘Down the bit by the Crag?’ Samson asked, thinking of the sheer drop that marked the side of the limestone outcrop which hung over the town. Thinking of the dizzying steepness of it. One false foot and it would be certain death.

‘Yep.’ Will looked at Delilah. ‘Complete madness. So insane that it got named Delilah’s Descent there and then, but no one has been foolhardy enough to try it since.’

‘Tha’s got to give the lass credit,’ said Ida. ‘Not one to give up easily.’

Delilah grinned. And Samson felt his heart twist with pain. Because Ida was right, as she so often was. The woman who’d agreed to marry Samson was a fighter. Not someone to walk away from a problem. Yet why was it Samson had the distinct impression that she was currently walking away from their relationship?

‘So, this schedule,’ said Ida, bluntly bringing the conversation back on track. ‘I’m thinking Gareth could pick up the suspected pilfering case out at the dairy which Samson was working on.’ She glanced over at the former gamekeeper. ‘Tha can run that alongside the insurance claim verifications tha was already doing.’

Gareth nodded.

‘And I’ll take over the running of the Dales Dating Agency,’ continued Ida. ‘That should give Delilah a bit more time to investigate the death threats and the motorbike incident. With the rest of us helping out where and when needed, including Nina at weekends, Samson should be freed up completely for his undercover work.’

‘It’s asking a lot of all of you,’ said Samson, hoping one of them would baulk and provide the excuse he wanted to jettison the case.

But the three of them were shaking their heads.

‘Fine by me,’ said Gareth. ‘Possible theft sounds a lot more interesting than insurance claims.’

‘Just as well,’ muttered Ida, ‘as there’s no other option if we’re to take on Tyke.’

‘Which we are doing,’ said Delilah, giving Samson a pointed look. Seeing right through his attempted subterfuge.

‘Right.’ Samson nodded with resignation. ‘Let’s get started, then.’

He made to get up but Will cleared his throat, looking uncharacteristically hesitant at the end of the desk.

‘Sorry, Will, was there something else?’

‘Yeah . . . it’s just I wanted to ask . . . well, Harry asked me to ask. And Ash, too, in fact . . .’

‘Good lord, lad,’ snapped Ida. ‘Cut to the chase! We’ve got work to be getting on with.’

The farmer’s ruddy cheeks turned a deeper shade of pink. ‘How’s the wedding planning going?’ he blurted out.

The unexpected question caught Samson unawares. ‘Oh . . . great . . . good, all fine,’ he said, trying not to look at Delilah, whose mobile had suddenly captured her complete attention. ‘Nice of you to ask.’

Will nodded. Coughed again. ‘So you’ve made all the big decisions?’

Samson risked a glance at his fiancée. She was busy scrolling through a website, lips tight, face pale. ‘We’re getting there,’ he said. Trying not to think about all the things which had yet to be arranged and which the bride-to-be seemed reluctant to discuss.

‘Right. Okay.’ Still Will lingered, an awkwardness to him that didn’t fit the confident farmer.

‘Was there something in particular you wanted to know?’ Samson asked, puzzled by Will’s interest in the fripperies of the impending wedding when normally anything outside the sphere of livestock, agriculture and rugby failed to hold his attention.

‘Erm . . . like I said . . . Harry and Ash wanted to know—’

‘Who’s going to be Samson’s best man?’ interjected Gareth with a loud laugh. ‘Don’t tell me – there’s a book opened at the Fleece and you three are the front runners?’

A shameless grin lit up Will’s face. ‘Something like that. Just thought I’d throw my hat in the ring seeing as the odds are set against me.’

‘You’re betting on the wedding?’ Samson asked, turning to see if Delilah was as stunned as he was. But she was still studiously looking at her mobile.

‘Just who’ll be best man. It’s only a bit of a laugh,’ shrugged Will.

‘What are the odds on thee?’ asked Ida with sudden interest.

‘Ten to one. Ash is currently at five to one and Harry’s odds-on favourite. And if you want to really gamble, Troy’s got
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