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      To everyone who

      knows the power of

      ducks and chocolate.

      Thank you for being here.
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            A NOTE BEFORE WE BEGIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Lovely people, thank you so much for joining me on yet another foray into the strange and secretive wilds of Yorkshire. Here be dragons, and treachery, and ducks …

      But, a warning! If you are ambling over from Toot Hansell, you may find that tea breaks are in short supply (coffee is plentiful however, due to the needs of stressed DIs and invisible dogs), and there is a distinct dearth of cake. Although DI Adams will already be known to you, these tales are a little darker and toothier than the Beaufort stories, so I want to let you know that right from the start (although they are still my stories. There will be ducks and absurdity).

      In the event that you’re already familiar with Toot Hansell, this tale picks up after the events of A Manor of Life & Death, where Adams encountered Dandy properly for the first time. She has yet to make the move to Skipton, although the dragons and the redoubtable ladies of the Toot Hansell Women’s Institute have already taken up quite a lot of her time.

      And finally, regarding those ducks … if you have yet to read the DI Adams prequel, What Happened in London, I would recommend starting there in order to fully understand the relevance of ducks and chocolate bars (and also Adams’ horror of bridges). But it’s not vital to this story, and you won’t be lost without it.

      Suffice it to say: in case of monsters, always keep your duck handy.

      Have you got yours?

      Then let’s begin …
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            AN UNPROMISING CASE

          

        

      

    

    
      DI Adams went up and over the high wooden fence with rather less grace than she would have liked, following a shout of alarm on the other side. She snagged a trouser leg on the top and stumbled as she landed, dropping into a crouch and catching herself on her hands. The garden was empty, the ground a slick expanse of mud interspersed with weedy, dandelion-strewn patches, and there was a network of puddles in the centre reflecting the sky serenely, even though it hadn’t rained in at least two weeks. Yorkshire was putting on an uncharacteristically dry start to the summer, but going by the wetness on her knee where it had hit the ground, the drought hadn’t hit here yet.

      Adams launched herself up again, ready to sprint to the fence on the opposite side, where muddy footprints on the wood indicated her quarry had already made their escape. As she did so, three large dogs that were evidently the cause of the alarmed shout spun toward her, and she stopped short. They were making the sort of furious noise her head immediately classed as baying rather than barking, and showing an alarming array of teeth. They shot toward her, chains rattling after them, and while Adams assumed they were attached somewhere, she wasn’t waiting around to make sure. She spun back to the fence, jumping to grab the top, already kicking her boots into the slats to help herself up, and a grey, dog-like form appeared at the top. It launched itself easily into the garden, dreadlocks flying gracefully and allowing a mercifully brief glimpse of red eyes, luminous as LEDs. The dogs stopped so hard one of them somersaulted twice, wrapping itself up in its chain and howling piteously, while the other two beat a tail-tucked retreat toward the house, yelping in terror. The dreadlocked creature stopped at the edge of a puddle and watched them go curiously.

      “Good boy,” Adams hissed, dropping back to the ground, then sprinted across the garden, slipping in the mud but not slowing.

      Up and over a fence that swayed alarmingly, not used to such rough treatment, and she was into another scruffy backyard, this one a bit less muddy, made up of bare dirt with thin grass patches growing here and there, everything worn thin by neglect and indifference, and full of the ubiquitous discarded buckets and fallen bricks that seem to breed in unattended gardens everywhere. Ahead of her, a slight form in an oversized red hoody was just vanishing over a brick wall that marked the end of the row of houses, and she shouted, “West Yorkshire Police! Stop!”

      Of course they didn’t stop, but as the kid vanished she heard a yelp from beyond the wall. She looked down at her mud-encrusted boots, sighed quietly, and jogged across the garden to heft herself up just enough to hook her elbows over the top of the wall. She peered down at DC James Hamilton, who was pinning Hoody to the ground almost casually, not looking even slightly out of breath.

      “Nice one, James,” she said.

      “Yep,” he replied, and, to his credit, he didn’t look too smug. A little, maybe, but she supposed that was fair. Her trousers were only marginally less muddy than her boots, sweat was sticking her shirt to her shoulders, and she’d scraped her hand at some point, blood beading the graze. He, on the other hand, looked barely more pink-cheeked than normal, and his well-groomed blond hair was behaving with the sort of obedience Adams found mystifying. He hauled Hoody to his feet, not ungently. He really was just a kid, probably still in his teens, with a spattering of facial hair trying to establish a little bit of authority somewhere on his chin.

      The kid glared at them both. “Police brutality,” he spat. “Just bloody racial profiling, this.”

      Adams cleared her throat, raising her eyebrows at him.

      “You’re the worst sort,” Hoody said. “Acting like some bloody white oppressor. Traitor. I’ll have you both for harassment.”

      James looked at Adams. “You are pretty oppressive,” he said. “I think it’s the coffee habit.”

      “I think it’s my superior rank and experience,” Adams said. “I’ll be around in a minute.” She dropped back to the ground and went to find a gate, heading down a narrow passageway between the old red brick of the house and the wall, smelling damp and disrepair, and feeling eyes on her. It was the sort of place where everything was observed, but no one saw anything. Not officially, anyway. The dreadlocked dog was investigating the corners of the garden still, but she didn’t worry about him too much. He seemed to have his own way of navigating walls, doors, gates, and everything else for that matter.

      She dragged the gate closed behind her, the wood scraping on the broken concrete of the path, then headed around the corner to where James was cuffing the boy, ignoring him demanding a lawyer, a civil rights activist, and his mum.

      The kid glared at Adams as she joined them. “Fascists,” he said, and then added after a moment’s thought, “Down with the system.”

      Adams picked his backpack up and checked the side pockets, then unzipped it to peer inside. “Where were you off to in such a hurry, then?” she asked.

      “Visiting my grandmother,” he replied and grinned at her.

      She raised her eyebrows at his red hoodie, then went back to the bag. “That so?” she asked, and pulled a pouch out of the main compartment. It looked like a slightly oversized pencil case, but it didn’t feel like pens inside. She showed it to James, then unzipped it, revealing a nest of small Ziploc bags. She tweezed one out between her fingers, holding it up in front of them so the four pills inside were visible. “How big do your grandma’s eyes get on this, then?”

      The kid barely looked at the pouch, just lifted his chin and glared at her. “That’s not mine. You planted it. Bloody pigs.”

      Adams looked from the bag to the detective constable, and said, “What do you think, James? Do you reckon we planted this?”

      “I’d say it’s two against one. Don’t think he’s going to get too far with that.”

      The kid scowled at them both. “Pigs. All as corrupt as each other.”

      “He’s got the patter down, at least,” James said, and started propelling the kid toward the car. “May as well take him in. It’s something, isn’t it?”

      Adams made a non-committal sound. It might be something, but only in the sense of it being an arrest on the books. The kid was nothing but a courier. The likelihood of him knowing anything beyond the next very small fish in the chain was minimal – he’d be at least a couple of contacts removed from anyone who mattered, and no one was going to be stepping in to help him. Odds were, all an arrest record would do was take away another option in a life already pretty short on them. She’d much rather have just channelled her mum to put the frights on him, then let him go. But on the other hand, it was an arrest, and they’d been pulled onto this case to get a few people off the streets and make it look good in the local news, nothing else. No one was expecting them to make any breakthroughs. So she supposed James was right, it was something. There was even the possibility that they might get him to talk, but she doubted it. It wouldn’t be worth the kid’s while.
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        * * *

      

      They got him into Adams’ car and headed back to the station, while the dreadlocked almost-dog panted over James’s seat, making him jerk his head away a few times then twist around to glare at the kid.

      “Stop it,” he said.

      “What?” Hoody asked.

      “Blowing on my ear.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, mate,” the kid said, leaning back in the seat with a look of absolute disgust on his face. “I’m adding sexual harassment to the list, like.”

      Adams looked in the rear-view mirror at the dreadlocked creature, his tongue lolling out of his mouth in something that was far too like a grin to be accidental. She was sure the kid would be including menacing with a hairy animal to his complaints if he could see Dandy, but he couldn’t. As far as Adams could tell, only she could. Or her and some other … individuals. Non-human individuals, which she didn’t like thinking about too much. Plus one journalist, which was even worse than the non-humans. She directed a very small shake of her head at the rear-view mirror, but Dandy just leaned forward so his jaw was almost touching James’s shoulder, making the detective constable growl and look at the kid again.

      “Stop it.”

      “I’m not doing anything!”

      Adams decided to ignore them, navigating the snarl of afternoon traffic that curled around Leeds, glittering in the flood of sunlight and turning the green spaces luminous and unfamiliar, full of a strange and half-seen magic.

      At the station, she found herself back at her desk while James got the kid processed and shut in a cell to percolate a while. With nothing else requiring her attention she poked at her computer, knowing she had reports to write and really wishing there was something much more interesting to do, although preferably not involving fences or dogs other than Dandy. He’d given up on harassing James and was drifting around the room like a heavily matted, Labrador-sized shadow, investigating everyone’s empty coffee cups. She tried to click her fingers at him unobtrusively, but he ignored her. He seemed mainly motivated by caffeine, which she related to strongly, and seemed far too fitting for comfort.

      Adams wasn’t entirely sure that he might not be a figment of her own imagination, except for the fact that he was surprisingly effective at destroying her coffee mugs. Well, not destroying them, but emptying them and also getting into the bin after the coffee grounds. Which weren’t the worst things in the world, really. If one was going to have a dog, an invisible, possibly not quite real dog was a pretty convenient option. Her landlord could hardly complain about him, and he didn’t seem to need an awful lot of care. She’d tried buying him dog food and worming tablets, figuring they were sort of universally required pet things, but he’d gagged at the first and vanished for three days at the sight of the second.

      She’d decided the easiest way to deal with him was to guard her coffee and not ask too many questions. He came and went as he pleased, fended for himself, and mostly seemed interested in just following her around. She had yet to decide whether it was simply for her coffee or if he was actually going to make himself useful at some point, but the company was surprisingly nice. She’d never needed a lot of companionship, but Leeds was a long way from London. A long way from Sunday lunch at her mum’s, and the annoying, permanent presence of her brothers, and her father’s gentle inquisitiveness, and simply the feel of a city that had been part of her all her life. It hadn’t left a gap, exactly, but maybe there was an absence, and the silent, ghostly presence of the sort-of dog filled it in a way she couldn’t quite explain.

      Adams opened one of the lingering reports in which she’d put carjacker arrested, no injuries, which apparently was not sufficiently detailed for government working. She looked at the flashing cursor for a bit, thinking that it really did cover everything, and that she wasn’t a novelist, and maybe if she just added rude carjacker promptly arrested, no injuries sustained it might do the trick, and also that another coffee might not help, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt. She’d reached the conclusion that coffee was certainly an answer of sorts when someone loomed over the desk, and she looked up at DCI Temple, also known as the Temper, who looked to be living up to his name at the moment.

      “Busy enough, Adams?” he asked.

      “Just catching up on some paperwork,” she said. “We brought in a kid, one of the runners. Never know, we might get something out of him after he’s been sitting for a bit.”

      Temple grunted, giving the impression that he had about as much hope of that as she did. He tapped his mobile phone on the desk lightly. “Just sent you a new case,” he said.

      “Okay,” Adams said. “I thought we were all-in on this whole drug thing.” There had been a distinctly castigating write up in the national papers regarding Leeds being a complete den of iniquity – the birthplace of all crime in the north, rife with countywide drug runners, fraudsters, and thieves, and probably not wiping its feet before it came indoors, either. Adams didn’t think it was any worse than most places, but the mayor was not happy, and was making his opinion felt.

      Temper made a noise that was alarmingly close to a growl. “Bloody PR campaign, more like. We can’t all be on it just because some sodding politician’s got his knickers in a knot, like he’s not sneaking to the bathroom every five minutes himself. We do have other cases, you know.” He gave Adams a glare that suggested he thought she was disagreeing with him.

      “Sure,” she said. “What is it?”

      He tapped the phone on the desk again. “Check your inbox. I think this one fits your skill set.”

      Adams tried not to look sceptical as she clicked over to her inbox and pulled the case up. “Harassment?” she said. “Really? That hardly seems like our department.”

      Temple raised his eyebrows. “I don’t know about London, Adams, but up here the DCI decides what cases are ours, and the DIs get on with their bloody job.”

      “Of course, boss. Just … harassment?”

      “The complainant, Scott Samuels, is the proprietor of a jewellery shop. Apparently one Gladys Hudson dropped some family heirloom necklace off to get repaired, and now keeps going back asking them where it is, even though they’ve already returned it to her. They’re worried she’s going to turn it into some big thing, ruin their reputation.”

      “Right,” Adams said. “Surely there’s CCTV or …”

      Temper waved impatiently. “You can sort all that out. Just get yourself on this. Take James with you. The old dears always love him.”

      Adams grimaced, trying not to let it show too much, and Temper scowled at her.

      “Problem, Adams?”

      She hesitated, then said, “I get that we don’t need to all be on the drugs thing, but this seems really straightforward. Does it really need two of us?”

      “Well, it’s still a potential jewellery theft, and around here you take the cases you’re given. Plus you’ve been hanging out with all those oldies in Toot Hansell. You seem pretty good with that demographic, so it makes sense for you to keep working with them.”

      Adams didn’t answer straight away. She wasn’t quite sure how to without sounding either difficult or like a soft southerner, which was apparently a thing, as was being a whinger, although she wasn’t sure if that had any geographical basis. There was also being a big city cop with a chip on her shoulder. She wasn’t sure if the north just really didn’t like Londoners, or if it was her specifically. And that was before she even got into the official reason she moved up from London, which was attributed to a traumatic case that had caused her to have a mental health break. That reason was only half-true, although she did wonder about the other half sometimes, especially when she was wrestling stolen deli meats off an invisible dog. Or dealing with the little village of Toot Hansell and its bizarre cast of inhabitants, not all of whom were human. She supposed she should just be happy that she was getting any cases to herself at all and not being constantly supervised.

      So she just said, “Right, boss. I’ll grab James and we’ll get on it.”

      “Good,” he said. “Try not to upset anyone.”

      She nodded slightly and watched him walk away. Dandy trailed after him, his nose twitching hopefully, and Adams looked through the file a bit more carefully, but there was nothing more to it. It was essentially a he said, she said, they said situation, which should get sorted out pretty quickly through the CCTV.

      She texted James then got up, grabbing her jacket from the back of the chair, not that she really needed it with the oddly warm weather they had going on at the moment. She headed for the door, almost bumping into a slim, compact woman with sleek blonde hair curled into a ferociously neat bun.

      “Adams,” the woman said, smiling at her. “Saw you and James brought a courier in.”

      Adams nodded. DI Lindsay Marks was one of those people she felt she should dislike at least a little for being so effortlessly efficient and permanently well-groomed, but she couldn’t seem to. She was immediately aware of her muddy trousers again, though. “Just a runner. Doubt we’ll get anything from him.”

      “Hey, it’s something,” Lindsay said, raising a water bottle at her in a salute. “I appreciate you two jumping on this. You heading out again?”

      “Temper’s given us something else. Shouldn’t take much to sort out.”

      “Oh? Let me know if you need anything. Local knowledge and that. Sooner you’re back helping me, the better.” Lindsay sighed, and added in a lower voice, “Plus it’s such a bloody boys’ club around here. I need you, Adams. Otherwise I’m going to be in spitting contests with the lot of them by the end of the week. And I will not lose.”

      Adams snorted. Lindsay both looked like she’d never spat in her life, and also like she absolutely would win if she put her mind to it. “I believe you,” she said. “Catch you soon.”

      She headed for the parking garage, Dandy loping ahead of her down the stairs. By the time she got out onto the pavement James was already waiting for her, a tall, skinny lad who looked like he hadn’t really grown into his limbs yet. He was a decent sort, and he’d be a decent detective too, given a bit of time, but she still felt the urge to ask him if he’d remembered his lunch money every time she saw him.

      “What’ve we got?” he asked. “Have they given us something more on the drug case?”

      “No,” she said, beeping the car open. “Possible jewellery theft.”

      “Oh, interesting. Armed?”

      “No.”

      “Safe-cracking?”

      “No.”

      “Complicated heist involving misdirection and devious disguises?”

      “No. Just sounds like a disagreement, to be honest,” she said, climbing into the car.

      He sighed, his shoulders slumping. “We’re being fobbed off again, aren’t we?”

      “Sorry,” Adams said, “I think that’s what you get for hanging out with the southerner.”

      James snorted, folding his long legs into the passenger side of the VW Golf. “Yeah, I don’t think so. I’d’ve probably been on this one anyway.”

      He didn’t elaborate and she didn’t ask. James had never asked her about her supposed mental health break. He seemed quite happy to trust her, so she returned the favour. Sometimes that was the way the best work relationships functioned. Mutual acceptance without too much personal stuff getting in the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            COFFEE AND COMPLICATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Adams decided to get the old dears part of the equation out of the way first, since, in her experience, it was quite likely to be the most challenging, and apparently no one had even bothered to take a statement so far. From the notes, the desk sergeant who’d taken the complaint hadn’t questioned Scott Samuels’s depiction of Gladys Hudson as getting on a bit and quite, shall we say, eccentric. Adams didn’t particularly think that meant much, and definitely didn’t think it had any bearing on the potential missing necklace, but there was only one way to find out.

      Gladys lived in a rambling two-storey, or possibly three-storey (it was hard to tell through the jumble of old leaning trees and exuberant bushes that surrounded it) house on the tangled streets that encircled Roundhay Park and rambled somewhat indecisively through shady green slopes and properties that ran the scale from rundown terraces to gloriously renovated old Victorian beasts. Gladys’s house was more closely related to the latter, set on a corner plot and surrounded by a high wrought iron fence with matching gates, hiding its secrets behind a heavy skirt of greenery. Just the upper storey peered out above the trees, a confusion of gables and small, high windows.

      Adams parked by the kerb and got out, climbing a couple of old stone steps to the gate and staring through the smooth-worn metal bars at the house while Dandy stood on the pavement panting at her, and James examined the garden.

      “Nice roses,” he said.

      Adams looked at the profusion of red and dusky pink blooms, and made an agreeing noise. They were about the only plants she could identify, but now they had a better view of the inside she could see it was stuffed with crowded flowerbeds in vibrant colours, everything growing at a different height and doing the sort of thing one saw in flower shows and magazine shoots. It almost seemed at odds with the building’s more formal edges, a well-preserved old place of the sort that had sprung up when all the money had been in textiles and mines in the north. Even now, wearing a coverlet of ivy over its old, stained grey stone, there was something of the genteel old lady to it. One almost expected it to be sipping gin from a cut-crystal glass.

      Adams checked the gate, but there was nothing as modern as a call button on it, so she pushed it open and led the way up a well-kept gravel path. A koi pond slumbered off to the right, the flat, spreading leaves of lilies pocking it and the surface dimpled with movement below, and little paths and patches of grass ran everywhere, forming neatly trimmed sections of lawn that seemed to beg for croquet and garden parties. The hum of traffic was muffled, even though the street outside was a reasonably busy one. It was as if the house held itself in a cocoon, turning its back on the world outside and creating its own pocket in reality, suspended in sunlight and silence like luminous amber. It was both peaceful and oddly heavy, and Adams looked around for Dandy, but he’d evidently decided he had better things to do than make house calls. There was only James to accompany her, which made her more uneasy than it should have.

      Adams knocked briskly on the old wooden door, spotting softly peeling paint on the sills of the closest windows, and a scuffed base to the door. Nothing truly damaged, just age showing around the edges. Everything about the place had the sense of being maintained just well enough to keep going but nothing more, no upgrades to triple-glazed windows, or well-insulated PVC doors. It felt as if the years had got away on the house and it was yet to arrive in the twenty-first century, but was perfectly happy with itself nonetheless, self-contained and timeless.

      The door was opened by a stocky man who looked to be a little younger than Adams, probably in his early thirties, with soft ginger hair and a teal blue polo shirt with Home Angels embroidered over his chest. He smiled at them, exposing slightly yellowed but neat teeth. “Can I help you?”

      “DI Adams and DC Hamilton,” Adams said, pointing at each of them. “We’re here to talk to Ms Hudson about a missing necklace.”

      “Ah,” the man said, giving a resigned nod and stepping back from the door. “I thought that might happen. She’s just in the parlour. Come on through.”

      He turned and led the way into the shadows of the house. James and Adams looked at each other.

      Parlour, James mouthed, his eyebrows raised.

      Adams smiled slightly. She wasn’t sure she’d ever heard anyone actually use the term in real life before either.

      They followed the young man through a hall, past stairs scaling the wall on one side, and down a broad, darkly carpeted corridor. Panels of complex, multi-hued wallpaper were framed with varnished wood, sconces leaning over them and flushing the design with colour. It looked almost as if it had been done by hand, delicate birds and curling foliage dancing across the old paper. The wood was dark and smooth, and everything smelled softly of polish and lemons and old roses crumbling to dust in the corners.

      The young man showed them into a sitting room full of chubby armchairs and overstuffed sofas, a cacophony of clashing fabrics and designs that mingled modern pink furs and sequins with faded paisleys and tartans, and said, “I’ll just let Gladys know you’re here.”

      “What was your name?” Adams asked.

      “Olly,” he said. “Well, Oliver. Oliver Davidson.”

      “And you’re her home help? Or carer?”

      “Home help,” he said. “I come in a few times a week. Gladys doesn’t need an awful lot doing, though. She’s pretty independent. I mostly just do the heavier lifting – clean the windows and scrub under the fridge, that kind of thing.”

      “Anyone else work here?” Adams asked.

      “Someone comes in to do the garden a couple of times a month, I think,” he said.

      “Same company as you?”

      He shook his head. “No, I don’t know who they are.”

      “You’ve not seen a van or anything?”

      He scratched his chin, a soft coating of rust-coloured stubble scraping beneath his fingertips. “No, I’ve never actually met them. I guess our schedules don’t overlap.”

      “Alright,” Adams said, and nodded at the door. “If you can tell her we’re here that’d be great.”

      Olly wandered off, hands in his pockets, and Adams and James looked at each other.

      “Big house for one person,” James said.

      “I guess it’s what you’re used to,” Adams said, examining the room. There was an electronic drum kit in one corner, and an old record player hooked up to flashy speakers. She wondered if Gladys had grandkids or something who came in to play with this sort of stuff, as it seemed to bear zero relation to the mash-up of colours and textures going on in the room. She thought it might be giving her a headache.

      Movement in the hall pulled her attention away from fascinated contemplation of an eye-wateringly bright purple sheepskin draped over a rocking horse that looked like it cost more than her car. She wasn’t quite sure what she expected from Gladys Hudson. Given the house, a pale and fine-boned old spinster with an accent that could shatter glass, sporting a tweed twin set and pearls, perhaps.

      Instead, the woman who walked in, while pale and fine-boned, appeared to be wearing about three different floral sundresses, going by the multiple colours and floating layers. They were all sleeveless, exposing creased but startlingly well-muscled arms, and her white hair was piled on her head in a careless bun, skewered with a hairpin and a rose. Giant plastic pineapple earrings dangled from her ears, and she was barefoot on the old carpet, her toenails painted luminous orange.

      “Hello, detectives,” she said, smiling at them, and her accent was broad Yorkshire. “I’ve just asked Olly to make us a pot of tea. Can I get you anything else? Is tea alright? Would you prefer coffee?”

      “If it’s going,” Adams said, trying not to stare at Gladys’s hands. Salt and Pink were tattooed across the knuckles, and she couldn’t work out what the connection was. Pink Himalayan salt?

      “Ooh, yes, I’ve got the loveliest machine,” Gladys said, clapping her hands together. “It’s so fancy. And fun! I’ll do it!” She rushed back out again, almost running on the balls of her feet, and Adams and James exchanged uncertain looks.

      A moment later, Olly reappeared. “Apparently my coffee machine skills aren’t good enough for guests,” he said. “How does everyone want their drinks?”

      “Um – tea, two sugars, milk,” James said.

      “Just black coffee,” Adams said.

      “Right. Back soon.” He vanished again, leaving them looking around the room at the big, heavily framed oil paintings and the huge bay windows that opened onto the garden. Somehow, despite the wildly overgrown nature of it, plenty of light still poured into the room and it was almost uncomfortably warm. Adams plucked at the front of her shirt, glad she’d left her jacket in the car. The heat wasn’t the only thing making her uncomfortable, though. She thought she’d have been more comfortable with some supercilious posh heiress, rather than Gladys. There was something uneasily Toot Hansell about those tattoos.

      It wasn’t long before Gladys came rushing back in, clutching a plate of biscuits, trailed rather more sedately by Olly with a pot of tea, cups, a small jug of milk in the shape of a cow, and a very old and very expensive-looking sugar bowl with silver tongs in it. He also had a cup of coffee that was strong enough Adams could smell it from across the room. He handed it to her then set about putting the tea out on a low coffee table cluttered with travel magazines and a half-played game of Solitaire.

      Gladys descended into a chair like a tropical bird coming in to roost, skirts fluttering around her, and accepted a large mug topped with a swirl of frothy milk and an overabundance of cinnamon from Olly. “Thank you, love.” She sniffed deeply at the cinnamon, then wrinkled her nose and rubbed it, snorting.

      “Every time,” Olly said, barely looking at her as he swirled the tea in the pot.

      “So rude,” Gladys said, without any heat, then looked at Adams. “Now, Olly tells me you’re here about my necklace. Have you found it?”

      “Well, we’re just starting,” Adams said, trying the coffee. It was alarmingly strong, even for her, but smooth and rich at the same time. “Can you run us through what happened?”

      Gladys sipped her cappuccino, then wiped froth off her top lip. “Are you sure you don’t want milk with yours? The frother’s quite exceptional.”

      “I prefer without.”

      “And it’s delicious with some cinnamon. Do you like cinnamon?”

      “I do,” Adams said, “but not in my coffee.”

      “Oh well,” Gladys said. “Each to their own. More cinnamon for me.” She had another sip, squeezing her eyes shut in pleasure.

      “The necklace,” Adams suggested, as Olly handed a little plate of Jammie Dodgers around.

      Gladys patted his arm. “Thank you, Olly. He’s very good,” she added to the detectives. “Such a wonderful help to me.”

      “You don’t even need my help, Gladys,” he said. “You just like my company.”

      “That too,” she agreed, and he smiled at her, setting the plate back down.

      “I’ll leave you to it. Let me know if you need anything.” He wandered off, taking a cloth from his pocket as he went and wiping a couple of shelves on the way out.

      Adams looked at James, but he already had his notebook out on his lap. He’d been all about notes on his phone when they first met, but she thought she might be starting to rub off on him. “So … the necklace,” she repeated.

      “Yes,” Gladys said. “The necklace. I take it the shop has come to you with their ridiculous accusations?”

      “They seem to feel you’re harassing them.”

      “Harassing them. They lost my necklace!”

      “They claim you collected it,” Adams said.

      “Of course they do. Covering themselves, is all.”

      “I see.” Adams took another sip of coffee. It was proper, barista-grade stuff, and she wondered what sort of machine Gladys had. “Why didn’t you report it, then?”

      She sighed, and set her mug down, clasping her tattooed hands in front of her as she leaned forward to examine Adams. “One of the unfortunate things about becoming a woman of a certain age is that one is rarely taken seriously. I was hoping the shop would come to their senses and return it, rather than my having to make it official and end up with police looking at me as you are.” She shifted her gaze from Adams to James as she spoke, and he stared back at her in alarm.

      “I’m not—” he started, and Gladys cut him off with a wave.

      “It’s your job to be sceptical. But I’d rather you had a better reason for it than my age.”

      Adams tried to arrange her expression in the least sceptical manner she could and said, “Tell us your side of things, then.”

      Gladys examined her for a moment, and Adams had the fleeting thought that the cut-glass aristocrat she’d imagined might’ve been easier to deal with.

      Then Gladys nodded and said, “It’s a very old family heirloom. I don’t wear it often, but when I took it out the other day I found the clasp had broken. Hardly a large job, so I didn’t think it needed specialist care. Just somewhere that does little repairs and so on.”

      “Of course,” Adams said. “Very straightforward.”

      “Yes, exactly.” Gladys nodded vigorously. “But when I went back to collect it on the agreed day, someone had already picked it up, according to them. Me, in fact, which is blatantly impossible. I’m sure they’ve taken it for themselves. There’s no other explanation.”

      “It was quite valuable?” Adams asked.

      “Well, it was very valuable to me. For sentimental reasons, you know.” Gladys thought about it. “But I suppose it is gold, so I imagine it would be quite valuable to some unscrupulous monster.”

      “Was it insured?”

      “No,” Gladys said. “One doesn’t think of these things.”

      Adams thought that she for one had certainly never thought of such things, but then she’d never owned a gold necklace or anything else that might have required insuring. Or expected to come into any family heirlooms for that matter. Unless her mother was planning to pass down her knitting needles or something like that.

      “Alright,” she said aloud. “Do you have any photos of it?”

      “No, nothing like that. Why would I have a photo? I can look at it any time I want.”

      “Any pictures where maybe you’re wearing it?” Adams suggested.

      “Oh.” Gladys tapped her fingers on her mug thoughtfully. “I might be able to find some. I’ll see what I can do.”

      “That’s a really good start. Otherwise, if you write down a really detailed description of it, we can maybe get someone to draw up a picture from that. Just so we know what we’re looking for, and can use it as a reference when we’re asking about it.”

      “Oh,” Gladys said. “Yes, that’s a very good idea. Well done, you!” She smiled brightly, and James took a hurried sip of his tea, not quite quickly enough to hide his grin.

      “Thanks,” Adams said.

      “Of course. What else? What can I do to help?”

      “Can you walk us through what happened at the jewellery shop?”

      “Oh, yes. I went in and I explained what I needed. And a very nice young lady behind the counter gave me these forms and I signed them all. I have a receipt. I’ll show you.” She jumped up so quickly that James and Adams both grabbed for her mug where it balanced on the edge of the coffee table, and she gave them a quizzical look.

      Adams waved her back down. “It’s alright, you can show us that later.”

      “No, no. I’ll forget. I’ll get Olly to get it now.” Gladys said.

      Adams started to say something, but was drowned out by Gladys heaving a great breath of air and screaming, “Olly!”

      Adams barely managed to stop herself from covering her ears, and there was a moment’s ringing pause before Olly ambled through the door with his cloth still in his hand.

      “You called,” he said, smiling at her.

      “Can you get the invoice from my desk for the jewellery shop?”

      “Of course.” He wandered off again, without any great sense of urgency. Adams had a feeling that he was probably quite used to his boss’s excitability.

      “So the young woman gave you this invoice,” she said aloud.

      “Yes. I had to bring it back in order to collect the necklace, you see. Which again proves I didn’t pick it up, since I still have the form.”

      “Could anyone have taken the form without you knowing?” James asked. “Copied it, perhaps?”

      Gladys shook her head. “I brought it straight home, and it’s only me and Olly here. Besides, that young woman said it was me who came in. How could it have been? I didn’t go back at all!”

      “So what happened when you did go back?” Adams asked.

      “Well, they hadn’t called to update me on anything, but they’d said a week, so I just popped in. That’s when they said I’d already collected it and …” She trailed off, then shook her head firmly. “They must have stolen it themselves. It’s the only possible explanation.”

      Adams wondered if Gladys could have gone back to collect it and simply forgotten. But while she did seem odd, she didn’t give the impression of any sort of loss of capacity. So she just drained her mug and said, “Thanks for the coffee. We’ll take it from here. If you can find a picture or do that description, though, that would be a huge help.”

      “Oh, of course,” Gladys said, clasping her hands together. “It’s wonderful to have such helpful police around the place. Absolutely marvellous.”

      Movement drew Adams’ attention to the door, and she looked around, expecting Olly. Instead a little robot vacuum cleaner came battling across the carpet toward them, a feather duster stuck upright to its top like a palm tree and googly eyes bouncing below.

      “Oh, hello, Daffy,” Gladys said.

      “Daffy?” James said.

      “Yes. I just love technology, don’t you?” Gladys smiled happily at the vacuum, and Adams got up before it could run into her foot.

      “We’ll just have a word with Olly before we go.”

      “Of course.” Gladys jumped up. “Where is he with that invoice, anyway?” She rushed out, still armed with her coffee cup, and James and Adams looked at each other without speaking. They didn’t have to wait long before Olly appeared, a piece of paper in hand.

      “Here we go,” he said.

      Adams took the invoice, examining it. It didn’t tell her much, simply listed one (1) necklace for clasp replacement, along with the date. She handed it to James. “Take a photo of that, can you?” While he shuffled his notebook and phone she looked back at Olly. “Is Gladys⁠—”

      Olly raised his hand, interrupting her. “She’s really fine. If she says she didn’t go in and pick up the necklace, she didn’t go in and pick up the necklace. I know she looks like this dotty old lady, but she’s not. Not really. Eccentric? Yes. Dotty? No.”

      Adams nodded. “That was kind of my impression. I just thought I’d check.”

      “Everyone always does, just because she’s a bit weird,” Olly said. “I think she’s always been like that, though. Just different. Mentally, though, she’s absolutely fine.”

      “Alright,” Adams said. “Thanks for your help.”

      Olly showed them back through the warm, rose-scented hall and out into the garden, and Adams couldn’t escape the feeling that the house was leaning over them as they left, vaguely threatening and defensive. Through the gate she glimpsed Dandy waiting by the car, panting in the heat, and she wondered why he hadn’t come into the house with her. Normally he’d be anywhere there was a chance of coffee.

      “Shop, then?” James asked cheerfully as she pushed through the gate, the noise of the city descending on them along with the scents of exhaust smoke and burning rubber, and Adams didn’t answer straight away. She felt as if she were coming up from deep water, everything too loud and too harsh, and part of her wanted to dive back to the safety of the house at the same time as its regard prickled the hair on her neck.

      “Adams?” James asked. “You alright?”

      “Sure,” she said, rubbing her arms. “Just thinking.”

      About ducks and bridges and the long, slow Thames, hungry and endless and raw.
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      The early afternoon traffic stopped and started, slowing and snarling into knots of heat and frustration and aggression as people rushed from one side of the city to the other, buried deep in their own thoughts and fears and lives. Adams slipped the car back toward the heart of Leeds without talking, her mind still on the uneasy feel of the house, on Dandy’s reluctance and Gladys’s wild decor. She was being paranoid. Just because Gladys reminded her of someone from Toot Hansell, where the old, magic bones of the land lay rich and wild, close to the surface and barely concealed, didn’t mean it had anything at all to do with such things. It was just a missing necklace. Nothing else. She was seeing ghosts where there were none.

      The jewellery shop was just outside the pedestrianised centre, fancy enough to be hanging on the edges of the city’s regeneration, but not quite enough to be rubbing shoulders with Harvey Nicks and the big high street chains. The display windows were draped with carefully arranged silver and gold chains, embellished with little pendants or initials, price tags subtle and almost hidden, the lighting rich and imbuing everything with a warm lustre. Heavy watches and finely made ones, slim wedding bands and bling-y engagement rings, hefty signet rings and a bewildering array of earrings filled the remaining space, and one entire section was given over to a collection of strange little crystal animals that looked a little sheepish, as if they hadn’t asked for this sort of attention and would rather be languishing under the dust in someone’s gran’s dining room display cabinet. Adams tried not to jump when Dandy’s dreadlocked head appeared in the glass on the inside, cocked as he stared out at her.

      They had to be buzzed in, Adams peering through the door and trying to look unthreatening, which James informed her she wasn’t very good at. The door clicked open, though, and she raised her eyebrows at him.

      “It’s because I’m with you,” he said. “I’m very approachable.”

      “Good for you,” she said. “See how far that gets you in a riot.” Then she pushed the door open before he could ask her if she’d been in many riots in London (not one, as it happened, unless she counted the brawls with her brothers, but three kids probably didn’t constitute a riot, no matter what her mum said).

      A thin young woman with painfully straight hair smiled at them from behind a counter full of bracelets and delicate chains. “Can I help you?” she asked as the door swung shut behind them, cocooning them into a quiet little haven full of the sound of lift music.

      Adams introduced them, and the young woman’s face paled even further than it was already. “Are you Meredith Williams?” Adams asked.

      “Um, yes,” the young woman said, her voice so low it was almost
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