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Chapter One: An Inventory of Misfortune
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If you descended the seventeen uneven stone steps behind the boiler room of Wetherby-on-Mere Town Hall — past the broken vending machine that had been awaiting its repair engineer since the autumn of 1998, who had not come because nobody had renewed the maintenance contract, nobody had renewed the maintenance contract because nobody knew it existed, and nobody knew it existed because it was filed, incorrectly, in a sub-folder labelled MISCELLANEOUS PLANT under a heading called MISCELLANEOUS PLANT (NON-CRITICAL), and this, Arthur Pike had come to believe, was the entire town hall in miniature — and through the door whose hand-painted sign read THE DEPARTMENT OF LOST THINGS in letters that were already surrendering to the damp, you would find a long, low-ceilinged room that smelled of mildew, photocopier toner, and the specific variety of disappointment that only accumulates in British civic buildings over several decades of moderate institutional neglect.

You would also find Arthur Pike.

Arthur was fifty-two years old, recently divorced, professionally humiliated, and at this particular moment attempting to catalogue a stuffed owl.

The owl had been brought in two days earlier by a woman called Mrs Brimble, who had explained, with some insistence, that the owl had been left on the wall outside her terraced house on Redwick Lane, and that it had a look in its eye she did not care for. Arthur had pointed out, carefully, that the owl was not strictly speaking lost, since nobody had yet reported its absence. Mrs Brimble had explained, with greater insistence, that the owl was now lost from her wall, which had previously contained it, and that the council's responsibility in the matter was therefore clear.

It was, Arthur had discovered in eighteen months of running the Department of Lost Things, almost always the council's responsibility.

He sat at his metal desk — issued, according to the peeling sticker on its underside, on the seventh of March 1974, and not substantially improved in the intervening decades — and wrote in the green ledger:

Item 6,215. One stuffed owl. Origin unknown. Condition: intact. Demeanour: judgmental.

The owl, placed on top of the filing cabinet at Mrs Brimble's specific request because she had not, she said, wanted to carry it all the way down to the counter, stared at Arthur with the offended dignity of a creature who had once been alive, and felt that this current arrangement failed to represent an adequate honouring of what had been.

"I don't like the way it looks at me either," said Brenda Fawcett from across the room, where she was filling the kettle from the small sink they were not officially supposed to use for drinking water. "But you mustn't let it know you've noticed."

"It's a stuffed owl, Brenda."

"It's a stuffed owl with feelings, Arthur."

"It is a stuffed owl with taxidermied glass eyes that — "

"And there's no need to be clinical about it."

Brenda Fawcett was seventy-one years old and had the sort of face that small children produced when asked to draw a grandmother: round, pink, and permanently pleased with life, or at least performing pleasure convincingly enough that the distinction had ceased to matter. She wore a cardigan in a colour she described as peach and everyone else, privately, called salmon. She had been the Department's volunteer tea-maker for nearly nine years, a role she had acquired by simply appearing one morning with a teapot and refusing to leave.

The actual making of tea was, perhaps, the smallest part of what Brenda did. The remainder of her time — which was considerable, since Brenda was the kind of retiree who gave her days a great deal of purpose — was spent gathering information.

Brenda was, in Arthur's considered professional estimation, a kind of human vacuum: warm, soft, utterly absorbent. People came into the Department of Lost Things looking for a single umbrella and left forty minutes later having confessed to a brief affair in 1987, the location of money concealed from the Inland Revenue, an aunt they had not spoken to in a decade, or the precise reason they had changed their name by deed poll in 1995 and were still not entirely sure it had been the right decision. Brenda smiled, nodded, refilled the cup, and remembered everything. She wrote nothing down.

Arthur sometimes suspected she had been a spy in another life. Brenda denied this with the cheerful firmness of a woman who had never spied for anyone, no, certainly not, not in any official capacity, not for any named organisation, why on earth would Arthur ask such a thing. The denial was very good. It was perhaps a little too specific.

On the morning of Wednesday the twenty-second of October, at nine forty-three, the door of the Department of Lost Things banged open and Colin Wrench came in dragging a black bin bag and wearing the expression he always wore: the expression of a man who had, just barely, avoided being murdered.

"Found another one," Colin said.

"Another what?"

"Umbrella."

"How many is that?"

"Seventeen."

"Where was this one?"

"Behind the radiator in Council Chamber B."

Arthur put down his pencil. He looked at Colin. "There is no radiator in Council Chamber B."

"That is correct."

"So where, precisely, did you find it."

"Behind," Colin said carefully, "where the radiator would be, if there were one."

Arthur considered this for a moment, decided it was not a category of problem he was able to address before ten o'clock, and wrote in the ledger: Item 6,216. One umbrella. Origin: Council Chamber B (approximate). Condition: serviceable.

Colin Wrench had been the caretaker of Wetherby-on-Mere Town Hall for twenty-three years. In that time, he had developed a series of beliefs about the building, the town, and the world more broadly, which he laid out for anyone he could find at any opportunity, typically while changing a lightbulb. These beliefs encompassed: Cold War tunnels beneath the High Street; a Freemasonic connection to the town's founding families; UFO sightings over the Mere on at least four confirmed occasions; and no fewer than three separate government cover-ups whose nature he had not yet been able to pin down but whose existence he was confident of.

Most of these theories were, by any dispassionate assessment, nonsense. Arthur knew this because he had spent the previous fifteen years as a museum curator and was therefore professionally trained to distinguish evidence from conjecture. The trouble, which Arthur had spent the past eighteen months coming to reluctant terms with, was that approximately fifteen per cent of Colin's theories were, by a margin he found genuinely troubling, completely accurate. The Cold War tunnels, for example. Arthur had seen the surveyor's report.

"Where's Zoe?" Arthur asked, not because he was especially concerned, but because he had learned, over a year and a half, that an absence of Zoe Bennett at the start of the working day tended to be the opening movement of something complicated.

"Said she had a lecture," Brenda replied.

"Did you believe her?"

"No, Arthur."

It was a wet Wednesday morning in late October, and the rain of Wetherby-on-Mere fell on the stairwell outside the small high window, and on the alley beyond the stairwell, and on the back of the chip shop on Mere Lane, and on the Mere itself, which received the rain with the indifference of a thing that had been wet for centuries. The radiator clanked. The fluorescent strip hummed. The owl judged.

This was thirty-six hours before the Mayor disappeared.

The Department of Lost Things was, on the morning of Wednesday the twenty-second, in possession of:

One stuffed owl; a pair of false teeth, upper plate only, found in the snug of the Anchor; seventeen umbrellas, of which Colin's recent acquisition was the latest; a wedding ring engraved with the words I TOLD YOU SO; a child's wooden recorder, broken in three places; a live python — called Geoffrey according to Colin, Susan according to Brenda, and technically the RSPCA's responsibility, though the RSPCA had not returned Arthur's calls in five months — living in a glass tank beside the door; an unopened letter found inside a hymn book at St. Botolph's; and a tin of biscuits, opened and half-eaten, on which the words IF FOUND PLEASE RETURN had been written in pencil and then crossed out.

And — although none of them knew it yet — the Mayor of Wetherby-on-Mere.

Not yet.

Soon. 
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Chapter Two: A Brief and Necessary Note on the Town
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Before we go further, a word about Wetherby-on-Mere.

The Mere itself was a long, shallow, brown body of water, approximately four hundred yards across at its widest, that had once, in the eighteenth century, been described as charming and had since declined into the sort of landscape that provoked, in visitors, a kind of reflective melancholy they had not especially been looking for. The Mere did not give up its dead. The Mere did not, in fact, give up very much at all. It sat at the bottom of the town and received the rain and the shopping trolleys and the occasional swan with equal, unhurried indifference.

The town itself occupied the slopes above the Mere. The sea was three miles away on the other side of a bypass, a caravan park, and a marsh that the council kept meaning to do something about. The seafront was therefore not a seafront but a Merefront, and its principal attractions were a row of Victorian benches, a pier that had been condemned in 2011 and then forgotten, and an ice-cream van called Mr Polperro's which had been parked at the same spot on the Merefront since 1996 and which, in the view of several residents, had by now achieved the status of a listed structure.

The high street had a Boots, a betting shop, two charity shops, a tea room called Mrs Pendleton's, a fishmonger's that became a hairdresser's on Wednesdays (this was widely understood and never fully explained), and a pub called the Anchor whose sign depicted not an anchor but something that a sign-writer in the 1950s had produced upon being asked for an anchor and not entirely understanding what one looked like.

The town had four thousand seven hundred and twelve inhabitants, a garden competition that had resulted in three separate police attendances in the past decade, and a mayor.

The current mayor was Trevor Mottram, sixty-three, who had held the position for four consecutive terms. Most mayors served one term and resigned in quiet disgust; Trevor Mottram loved being Mayor with the undiscriminating passion of a man who had, in this one arena, found the exact fit between himself and the world. He loved the chain. He loved the hat. He loved the ceremonial sword he was permitted to carry on civic occasions. He loved the way that when he walked into a room wearing the chain, conversation paused — even if it paused only because the chain was heavy and made a noise.

The chain was magnificent: three pounds and four ounces of solid silver, set at its centre with polished jet, engraved around its circumference with the names of every Mayor of Wetherby-on-Mere going back to 1684. Ninety-three names, the earliest worn almost to illegibility. It lived, when not on Trevor Mottram's person, in a glass cabinet in the Mayor's Parlour on the second floor.

It was no longer in the cabinet.

In the cabinet, in its place, lying on the same dark green velvet, angled with care against the
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