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The Goldfish Syndrome
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The advantage of a bad memory is that one enjoys 

several times the same good things for the first time.

—Friedrich Nietzsche
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Part One: The Mystery of the Bedraggled Girl 
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One: A Stranger in the Night
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Rain swept in from the moor, driven by swirling gusts. Many of the dour limestone cottages in the village of Ashmoor had stood for three centuries and seen worse. They had rarely, though, witnessed as pitiful a sight that emerged from the darkness as if borne on the wind.

Barefooted, clad only in a full-length nightgown of a woollen material hanging heavy to her feet, she looked at first glimpse to be adolescent. Hair fair and plastered tightly to her skull, clumps dangling either side of her face like strands of a mop. Slight of frame, the weight of her sodden gown appeared to want to drag her to the ground, until a closer look confirmed she was almost out on her feet through fatigue. 

That scrutiny would also reveal the error in assuming this was an adolescent. None of the puppy-fat softness of pre-teens remained; the slightness of frame merely disguised, not obscured, the fullness of maturity; the face structure had settled into the angularity of adulthood. Her ponderous, awkward gait, suggestive of somebody not yet fully accustomed to lengthening bones, was more likely a result of her leaden clothing and exhaustion.

The woman, for surely she was in her early twenties, came stumbling through the darkness, wind and rain, from the direction of the moor. 

* * *
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The couple had lived in the stone cottage at the edge of Ashmoor for all of their married lives, a marriage forged in one world war, interrupted by another. Brought together through the exigencies of bloody conflict while she nursed him back to the closest thing he would henceforth know as health, their mutual bond of a shared home county had slowly bloomed into something more. If his inability to sire children as a result of his injuries ever bothered her, she never showed it.

Excused call-up when the world once more went mad, he nevertheless made his contribution, helping to keep the local newspaper in business while the majority of its reporting, editing and printing staff was otherwise engaged in mainland Europe or the deserts of Africa. She, too, played her part, volunteering at a convalescence home where she could resurrect her long-neglected nursing skills. 

While the world tried to settle back to an even keel—many wondered if it would ever sail a plain course again after the atomic age had dawned with a bang or, rather, two—they returned to normal married life; or as normal as life could be in post-war Britain.

The cottage creaked and groaned in the gusting wind. Having trained himself to sleep in the foot-rotting mud and thunder and stench of Belgian trenches, a November storm wasn’t about to keep him awake. She, on the other hand, was customarily a light sleeper and rarely enjoyed an uninterrupted night when the ancient beams popped and moaned and knocked around her.

Knocked? Her eyes opened. She strained to hear the sound above the howling wind. There it was again, and it wasn’t coming from the rafters.

She turned towards him and shook his shoulder.

“Arthur. Arthur.”

He was instantly awake, another trick from the Great War once learned, never forgotten.

“Maud? What’s the matter?”

“There’s someone knocking at the door.”

“On a night like this? What time is it?”

“I don’t know. Early. Maybe four o’clock.”

“Are you sure it was knocking?”

They both lay still, listening. It came again; not a hammering, but unmistakably a rapping on the door.

The bed shifted when Arthur turned over and swung his legs to the floor. She heard grunts and rustling and creaking floorboards as he retrieved his dressing gown from its hook on the back of the bedroom door. 

She leaned the other way and fumbled for the switch on the bedside lamp. It flickered into pale yellow light in time for her to see her husband limp from the room.

She sat upright, arms wrapped around bent legs. A shiver made her clutch her knees tighter.  

* * *
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Arthur hobbled down the short flight of stairs, accustomed to the pattern of creaking wood made by the tread of his feet, paying it no heed. The stairs descended into the main living area of the cottage, which Maud called the parlour, her one vanity and nod towards a desire to attain a class to which he had never aspired. 

The room was dark and chilled, the fire long dead in the grate. He tugged the cord on the brass standard lamp. Shadows retreated, but the light wasn’t bright enough to banish them completely; sufficient for him to find his way to the fireplace without bashing his shins on the heavy furniture.

The sound of knocking on the front door had stopped. Arthur hesitated by the stone hearth, hand resting on the handle of the iron poker standing upright in the companion set. After a moment’s consideration, he grabbed the handle and limped to the door, the poker held upright before him like a ceremonial sword.

He slid back the bolts securing the door. Without pause, he unlatched it—it opened directly onto the pavement—and swung it inwards.

The woman toppled, following the door in, accompanied by a gust of cold air and smattering of rain. She fell headlong to the rug covering the flagstone floor.

* * *
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Maud clutched her dressing gown to her chin and shivered. 

“I’ve made tea.”

Her husband grunted and straightened from the grate; she could hear the click his back made above the storm and spit of the freshly lit fire.

“It’ll soon warm up,” he said. 

She glanced at the sofa. It had taken them minutes of back-breaking labour to manoeuvre the unconscious figure onto it. Although they had closed and locked the door as soon as they had dragged the woman far enough inside, the wind had removed any residual heat remaining in the parlour from the previous evening’s fire. 

Arthur had disappeared into the kitchenette to put the kettle on, while Maud removed the woman’s sodden nightgown and dressed her in a spare one of her own, before swaddling her tightly under layers of blanket. All that remained visible was damp hair and a pinched face. At least her lips were no longer blue.

“Her feet...” Maud turned a troubled expression towards her husband. “They’re filthy and torn and cold as blocks of ice. They look like they’ve carried her for miles. What was she doing out on her own in only her nightclothes on a night like this?”

Arthur shook his head. “It’s a mystery, right enough. One I think it’s for the constabulary to solve.” He took a step towards the telephone table standing beside the front door.

“Wait,” said Maud. “She’s waking up.”

* * *
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The woman’s eyes glittered darkly in the dancing firelight. They glanced about the room and settled on the elderly couple watching her. She watched them back.

Maud took a step closer, and the woman’s eyes widened; she began to wriggle, trying to free her arms from their blanket cocoon. Her fingers appeared, clenched into claws. Maud held out a placating hand.

“No, no,” she said. “You need to stay warm. I won’t come any nearer. Are you hungry?”

The girl stilled, but regarded Maud warily, eyes all pupil like those of a timid cat. 

“Can you speak?” asked Maud. “It’s all right if you can’t or if you don’t want to, but can you shake your head or nod?”

The girl’s expression didn’t flicker. Arthur was beginning to wonder whether she understood English, when her head moved. It was only a small movement, little more than a twitch, but most probably a nod.

“That’s good,” said his wife. Her tone of sympathy and endless patience reminded him of the pretty nurse who had brought him morphine and changed his dressings while he lay in a hospital bed in Calais within a private hell of agony; during his moments of lucidity, after the drug had deadened the worst of the pain and before it sent him into a fugue, he had been attracted as much by her compassion as her looks. “You must be hungry. There’s some mutton stew in the pantry. I could warm a bowl for you. And there’s hot tea to drink. Would you like some?”

The woman’s tongue darted out and licked her lips. She nodded, a little more emphatically.

While Maud made for the kitchenette, she spoke in a low voice to her husband, “Try to find out her name.”

* * *
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Arthur indicated the armchair the other side of the fire from the sofa. “I don’t want to frighten you, but I really need to sit down. I manage around the place without a walking stick, but I can’t stand for long unaided. Still carrying a few fragments of German mortar shell in my hip.”

He began moving slowly towards the armchair. The woman watched him closely, but made no move to unswaddle herself. He reached the chair and sank into it with a sigh.

“That’s better.” Warmer, too, now he was closer to the fire. He looked at the woman; her dark eyes stared back, only darting away when a creak came from the ancient beams. “Have you warmed up?”

She nodded.

“That’s good. We were afraid you’d suffer hypothermia, you were so cold.” He remained silent for a moment, wondering how he could broach personal questions. Arthur had always been a man of few words. The reduced mobility inflicted on him by the Great War had, if anything, increased his reticence. “I suppose I ought to introduce myself. My name is Arthur. My wife’s name is Maud. There are only the two of us living in this cottage. The creaks you hear are old timbers settling and groaning in the wind.”

The woman seemed to consider this for a moment. Maybe it was Arthur’s imagination, but he fancied some of the anxiety left her. Certainly, her gaze stopped flitting about at every new pop of beam or spit of log in the fireplace.

“It’s a foul night. I’m not sure whether you know, but you’re in the village of Ashmoor. On the northern edge of Dartmoor.” He watched her carefully, but she gave no sign of recognition of the names.

He had pretty much exhausted his repertoire of small talk. Might as well come right out and ask it. “You know our names. Will you tell me yours?”

He didn’t expect her to reply so when her lips moved, he was a little taken aback. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t catch that.” He pointed to his ears. “You’ll have to try to speak a little louder. My hearing was also damaged in the war.”

The woman’s lips moved again. “Jenny. My name’s Jenny. Jenny Lewis.” 

Arthur smiled. “Pleased to meet you, Jenny. So tell me, where have you come from? And where are you heading?”

Jenny stared at him, her lips working soundlessly. Her brow creased into a frown. She shook her head.

“What about the date?” asked Arthur gently. “Or the year? Do you know what year it is?”

She shook her head again. Then, much to Arthur’s consternation, her face crumpled and big tears began rolling down her cheeks. A look appeared in her eyes, one with which Arthur was all too familiar: incomprehensible terror.

“I don’t remember,” she said. “I don’t remember...” Her voice disintegrated into a series of hitching sobs.

“It’s 1950,” said Arthur, before lapsing into silence.
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Two: An Inspector Calls
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Jenny allowed Maud to sit by her, perched on the edge of the sofa. In that soothing way Arthur so admired, Maud calmed the woman by stroking her hair and murmuring words he could not hear. What a wonderful mother she would have made, he thought, as he so often did, with a stab of guilt. Jenny sat up, keeping the blankets tucked up to her chin, and ate the stew from the spoon held by Maud. She brought her arms free to hold the cup of tea herself.

A little later, without saying another word, she lay down and fell into a deep sleep.

Arthur roused himself; he had been in danger of dropping off himself in the warmth of the fire. He eased forward in the armchair and rose unsteadily. He was so accustomed to the grinding pains in his hip and the aches in other parts of his body that he didn’t grimace.

“What shall we do?” Maud stood as though uncertain what to do with herself, her arms folded because she would otherwise be wringing her hands in anxiety.

“We telephone the constabulary,” he replied. 

“Do you think she’s on the run?” Her hand flew to her mouth. “The prison?” She shook her head and lowered her hand. “No, of course not. That’s for men only, silly me. From the police, then?”

Arthur shrugged. “Either way, we must involve them.”

* * *
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Maud watched her husband use the telephone. He kept his voice low and the sleeping woman didn’t stir. Maud raised her eyebrows when he hobbled back to the armchair, a faint look of puzzlement on his weathered features.

“I spoke to the desk sergeant,” he said. “Think I might have woken him up. He didn’t sound in the least bit interested until I told him the woman appears to have amnesia. Then he said he’d send someone out right away. He said we must keep her here until they arrive.” He grunted. “As if she’s in any condition to go anywhere.”

* * *
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Arthur awoke to a hand lightly shaking his shoulder and looked up into his wife’s face. 

“The police are here,” she said.

He glanced at the sofa. Jenny hadn’t moved. Soft snores came from her lips.

Maud crossed to the door and unbolted it. She opened it to two men, one in plain clothes, the other a uniformed Bobby. The rain had relented, but a gust of cold air followed the men into the cottage. Maud hurriedly closed the door behind them. 

The detective stepped into the centre of the room, glancing down at the sleeping woman as he passed. The uniformed constable stationed himself behind the sofa, between it and the front door.

“Evening, sir,” said the detective, speaking in a low voice. “Please, no need to get up. I’m Detective Inspector Rowe.”

Arthur tried to keep surprise out of his voice. An inspector, for a seemingly low-level case of a woman with amnesia? “Arthur Wickens. And this is my wife, Maud.” 

DI Rowe tipped his trilby to Maud. “Please, Mr Wickens, tell me what’s happened.”

“There’s not a great deal to tell. Around an hour ago, perhaps a little longer, my wife and I were awakened by a knocking at the door. When I opened it, the young woman collapsed onto the rug. She was dressed only in that nightgown.” Arthur indicated the fireplace where the woman’s nightgown and undergarments had been placed by Maud to dry. “All she had with her were the clothes she was wearing. No bags, no papers, no jewellery.”

“Her feet are bare,” added Maud. “They were filthy and cut as if she had walked a long way. On a night like this, too.”

“We warmed her up,” continued Arthur, “and gave her some food. She told me her name. It’s Jenny Lewis. But when I asked where she came from and where she’s going, she said she couldn’t remember and became distressed. Furthermore, she doesn’t seem to know what year it is. We’ve lived in Ashmoor for thirty years and we’ve never seen her before, so I doubt she’s local. When she fell asleep, we telephoned the station.” Arthur glanced at the constable. He stood gazing stoically into the distance like one of the King’s guards outside Buckingham Palace. “Er, shouldn’t one of you be taking notes?”

“Don’t you worry about that, sir,” said DI Rowe. “Is there anything else you can tell us?”

“I don’t think so.” He looked at his wife. “Maud?”

“There is one thing,” said his wife. “When I was smoothing her hair, trying to calm her down, I felt something. Indentations to the sides of her temple. And the residue of something sticky.”

The inspector’s expression remained deadpan. “Indentations? Perhaps old marks from a forceps delivery at birth.”

“Hmm, perhaps.” Maud didn’t sound convinced. “It doesn’t explain the residue.”

“I think you can let us worry about that, Mrs Wickens. After all, you didn’t call us in—which, by the way, was the correct course of action for which I commend you both—for you to have to continue to concern yourself about this young lady.”

“No, I suppose not...” Maud still didn’t sound sure, and Arthur felt the same way.

“Nevertheless,” he said, “we’d like to know what will happen to her now?”

“We shall of course take her to the station, where every effort will be made to discover her antecedents and return her home.”

Before Arthur could ask anything else, the low grumble of a throat being cleared came from the direction of the constable. He was looking pointedly down at the sofa. Jenny Lewis was stirring.

* * *
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The woman opened her eyes and blinked. Instantly, she came to full alertness, her gaze darting from person to person, as though unsure on whom to settle.

Maud started forward. “It’s all right, Jenny. There’s no need to be startled.”

“Who... who are you?”

Arthur thought the question must be directed at DI Rowe, but then he realised the woman’s gaze had settled on his wife.

“You know who I am,” said Maud, a note of uncertainty in her voice. “I fed you mutton stew before you went to sleep.” 

She took another step towards the sofa. Jenny’s eyes grew wide with fright and she clutched the blankets tighter to her chin like a shield. Maud stopped in confusion.

DI Rowe, at once all brusque and businesslike, took control.

“Hello, Jenny,” he said. “I am Detective Inspector Rowe. My colleague and I have come to take you to the station so we can try to help you. Do you know where you are?”

“I explained...” Arthur began, but broke off when the woman shook her head. Emphatically. 

“Who are these people?” Her gaze shifted from Arthur to Maud with no sign of recognition, and back to the inspector.

“Oh, love, we told you our names.” Maud sounded as bewildered as Arthur was beginning to feel.

“It’s all right, Mrs Wickens,” said DI Rowe. “We’ll take it from here.” He nodded to the constable, who stepped around the sofa into Jenny’s line of sight.

She uttered a small shriek and began to shake.

“She’s terrified,” said Maud. 

“As is often the case with people suffering from amnesia,” said DI Rowe. He addressed the trembling woman, speaking slowly but in a deliberate tone that brooked no argument. “Jenny, there is no need for you to be afraid. Constable Jones and I are here to help you. We will take you to the station in Totleigh and try to find out who you are and what has happened to bring you to Ashmoor.”

“She’ll see a doctor?” Maud asked.

“Of course,” said the inspector. “Really, Mrs Wickens, she’ll be in safe hands. You mustn’t concern yourself any further.”

* * *
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They stood on the doorstep and watched the uniformed constable lead Jenny Lewis, still wrapped in blankets, to the black Wolseley parked at the kerbside. Despite his inscrutable manner, the constable handled her gently enough. Once he had settled her into the back seat and closed the door, he walked around the vehicle and stepped into the driver’s side.

A pale face glanced at them once from the car’s rear window, before looking away. 

DI Rowe held up Maud’s shopping bag, into which she’d placed Jenny’s damp clothes. “I’ll have your bag and blankets and nightgown returned,” he said. “Thank you for all you’ve done, but please don’t worry about the young lady. She’ll be well cared for.” 

“Can my husband telephone the station later to enquire how she is?” asked Maud. Arthur could detect the same note of concern in her voice that he was experiencing. 

DI Rowe’s neutral expression didn’t alter, but he shook his head curtly. “Best not.” He glanced up. The first grey brushstrokes of dawn had appeared behind the low clouds still darkening the sky. “Now we must be on our way.” He tipped the brim of his hat.  

Arthur and Maud waited until the car had rumbled away, before retreating to the warmth of the parlour and locking the door behind them.

“Well,” said Maud. “I don’t know quite what to make of that.”

Her husband frowned. “They took no notes. We haven’t been asked to give statements. It was all most irregular.”

“Do you think she’ll be all right?”

Arthur shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Maud glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. “It’s almost seven o’clock. We should go back to bed. Things always look better after a good sleep.”

“Hmm.” His frown deepened in thought. “First, I think I’ll make another telephone call.”
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Three: Discretion Required
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Jonathan Fry hurried through the streets of Totleigh, his overcoat buttoned against the biting wind. At least the rain which had lashed his window through the night had eased. His coat, made of heavy wool, tended to absorb rainwater and make him feel he was wearing a suit of armour. 

The offices and press rooms of the Totleigh Times occupied a brick building in the tiny business district of the market town. Totleigh, of neither military nor historical significance, had escaped the attention of the Luftwaffe, which concentrated its bombing raids on the nearest city of Exeter, and the cities and towns further south, like Plymouth and Newton Abbot.

The premises, on rather the large side for a regional newspaper with a dwindling readership, hinted at a more affluent past, while its stained and crumbling façade, slate roof patched with inferior tiles, and drab foyer suggested an establishment fighting a losing battle against the big boys from Fleet Street and the new kid on the block, the television. 

Fry was under no illusions. You didn’t need to be experienced in business affairs to recognise the newspaper was failing and would need to drastically downscale, and soon, if it was to survive the next decade. He also knew he had only been able to obtain the position of indentured journalist due to the number of staff members who had either returned from the war in no condition to resume their former civilian occupations, or hadn’t returned at all. He suspected there had been an element of sympathy in the newspaper taking him on as a fresh-faced eighteen-year-old—he had been older by two years than most apprentices, but being a displaced war orphan had probably turned the decision in his favour. Fry was the last member of the journalistic staff to be taken on, another indication all was not well in the world of the regional press.

It was a relief to enter the building and escape the teeth of the wind. For once, he didn’t mind the climb up six flights of stairs, past the floors holding the clanking printing press, the stores of syrupy ink and rolls of paper, and the archives, to reach the News Room. This was rather a grand name for a drab space filled with clicking typewriters and tobacco smoke.

He weaved through the maze of desks to his own, pausing along the way to deposit his coat on a stand and retrieve his paper-wrapped sandwiches from the pocket. These he deposited on one of the few spaces on the desktop, the desk drawers already overflowing with the detritus of almost three years of indentured journalism.

“Morning, Fry.”

He glanced at the occupant of the larger desk next to his and nodded. He didn’t quite know how to take the Head of Classifieds. The Head was in his fifties, with an almost permanent grin on his face. Fry often felt like a mouse in the presence of a cat who has just eaten but is in playful mood. The Head had escaped active service due to flat feet, he was fond of telling anyone who cared to listen. Not long after Fry began his apprenticeship, the man sent him down to the stores to request a spool of red tape and a length of Fallopian tubing, and Fry hadn’t trusted him since.

“The Chief wants to see you.”

The Head’s grin made it impossible to tell if he was being serious.

“The Chief?” said Fry. “Do you mean the Sub?”

The grin widened. “I thought you’d worked here long enough to know we call the sub-editor the Sub, and the editor the Chief.”

“Yes.” Fry cleared his throat. “Why does he want to see me?”

“Well, old bean, you’ll probably have to ask him that yourself, don’t you think?” 

* * *
[image: image]


The editor of the Totleigh Times was a dour man nearing retirement age, with bushy eyebrows that seemed to move independently of the pale, heavy-featured face above which they perched. He had served in the war, but in a hush-hush role in the countryside of Buckinghamshire. Of course, he had a name, but everyone called him the Chief. Fry hadn’t spoken to the man since the day he’d been offered the apprenticeship; all his tasks had been assigned to him by the Sub.

Fry stood at the door of the Chief’s office, set into the partition which formed the back wall of the News Room. The day shift had all arrived and the room behind him bustled with activity and ringing telephones. Most of the calls would be from businesses looking to place advertisements—the telephones rarely rang with tips of breaking news stories in provincial Devon. Besides, advertising revenue was how the newspaper managed to keep its head above water and why the Head’s position was more secure than anyone’s.

He took a deep breath before knocking.

“Come!”

The Chief glowered behind the piles of paper covering his desk. Pungent smoke filled the air from the cigar clamped between his teeth. Fry sometimes wondered if the man thought of himself as the Winston Churchill of the newspaper world. Thankfully, he hadn’t yet taken to wearing a Homburg.

“Fry,” said the Chief. “Shut the door behind you, lad.”

If he’d hoped being summoned before the Chief might be for some minor matter, being asked to close the door did nothing to convince Fry this meeting was for anything trivial. Perhaps money had gone missing from the tea kitty again and he, as the most junior member of staff, was under suspicion. He took another deep breath. 

“Don’t just stand there, lad.” The Chief took the cigar from between his teeth and used it to gesture to a leather-bound chair that had seen better days. “Sit.”

The chair’s padding had compressed through use and Fry sank to the wooden frame. He peered between piles of papers and through drifts of blue smoke at the Chief.

“You turned twenty-one a few weeks ago, correct?” The Chief wasn’t one to stand on ceremony.

“Yes, sir.”

“Your apprenticeship will be ending in the spring?”

Fry nodded. This didn’t appear to be about missing tea money. Perhaps he was about to be told his services were no longer required. If only they would wait until he’d qualified.

“There’s no need to look so worried, lad. I don’t bite.”

“No, sir. No. Um...”

“So what’s the Sub been feeding you?” The Chief didn’t seem to expect a reply. “Sat in on a few of those shiny new planning committee meetings, I suppose. Some human interest stories about housewives making their rations stretch and the struggles of ex-service personnel to make their way on civvy street. That sort of thing, correct?”

“Yes, sir.” The story he was currently working on involved the supposedly imaginative uses some local residents were making of their redundant Anderson shelters. If he was finding it boring to write, he could hardly expect readers to find it interesting.

“Not exactly scintillating, correct?”

“Er, it’s not so bad. It’s teaching me to write better copy.”

“Well said. You strike me as a loyal sort of chap, Fry.”

“Do I, sir?”

“That’s precisely the quality I’m looking for in my staff journalists. That and discretion.”

“Oh.” Staff journalists. Was the Chief offering him a permanent position after he’d qualified? Fry wasn’t sure what to say.

“Yes, discretion. I have something in mind that requires discretion in abundance.” He fixed Fry with a steely gaze. “Can I rely upon you, lad?”

“Um, yes, sir. Of course.”

The Chief stuck the stub of cigar into the corner of his mouth and spoke around it. “Good. Then I have a task for you.”

* * *
[image: image]


Fry returned to his desk to collect a notebook and pencil. He had promised to buy himself one of those new-fangled ballpoint pens from his first month’s salary as a qualified journalist—they were a little pricey for an apprentice’s wage packet—and felt more positive the aspiration might become reality.

He was aware of the Head watching him, but didn’t glance his way; the man didn’t need much of an opening to be nosy and Fry didn’t want to give him any opportunity. He grabbed his coat and made his way back through the building.

Dark clouds scudded and wind continued to gust, casting flurries of stinging raindrops into his face. The police station was on the other side of Totleigh, and Fry had to battle the wind and avoid slipping on drifts of fallen leaves, sodden and treacherous from the overnight storm, while he made his way through the centre of town.

The Chief required discretion. That was no problem; Fry could be discreet. He only wished he had a little more to go on. A young woman appearing in a nearby village in the middle of the night, dressed only in a nightgown and apparently suffering from amnesia, may have a number of mundane explanations unworthy of more than a small paragraph tucked away near the legal notices and obituaries, though none immediately occurred to Fry. The Chief had not said why discretion was so important or why he was handing out this assignment himself instead of delegating it to the Sub.

“Arthur Wickens helped keep this newspaper afloat.” The Chief had become wreathed in smoke from his cigar. “If he telephones and says there’s something not quite right about this case, then there’s something not quite right about it. And I want you, Fry, to find out what that is. Go to the station. Ask questions. Listen to the answers. Unless Arthur Wickens’s instincts, and mine, have at last become dulled through age, I suspect what the police don’t tell you will be more revealing than what they do.”

Fry wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but didn’t have time to ponder; he had arrived at the police station.

* * *
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The desk sergeant was burly, with a jowly face bearing a neatly trimmed moustache which looked incongruous on such a meaty expanse. Like a caterpillar on a cabbage, Fry thought, and had to stifle a smile.

The sergeant looked up from the blotter on which he was writing and his eyes narrowed marginally.

“Can I help you, sir?” His tone suggested he’d rather do anything but.

“Er, yes, please. I’m with the Times.” Fry fumbled for his wallet containing his staff card.

The sergeant’s expression remained deadpan. “Is that so, sir? And what brings a reporter all the way from London to provincial Devon?” 

“Um, not that Times,” mumbled Fry. Any confidence he’d had on entering the station was draining away like water down a plug hole. He held out his card. “The Totleigh Times.”

“Ah.” The inflection the sergeant managed to insert into such a small word was enough for Fry to feel himself colour as though the man had laughed in his face.

Mercifully, there was no one else in the small waiting area to witness what was beginning to feel like his humiliation. He mentally shook himself. 

Pull yourself together, man. What chance do you have of becoming a real journalist if you’re going to allow yourself to be intimidated by a small-town Bobby?

Fry pushed back his shoulders. “That’s right. I’m with the Totleigh Times and I’m here to enquire after a young woman whom I understand was brought to this station earlier this morning suffering from amnesia.”

“Oh, yes?” The sergeant’s expression remained neutral—carefully neutral, Fry fancied—but his eyes narrowed a fraction more. “Mr... Fry, was it?”

Fry nodded. 

“And what makes you think anyone answering such a description is here?”

“We received...” Fry had been about to blurt out the telephone call the Chief had taken from a former employee, but remembered himself in time. He took a deep breath and looked the sergeant in the eye. “Come now, sergeant, you can’t expect us to reveal our sources.”

“Ah. Sources.” He nodded sagely as if that explained everything.

Fry waited, but there didn’t appear to be anything more. The sergeant gazed impassively at him, rocking gently on his heels. 

Take control Fry admonished himself. He extracted his notebook and pencil from his coat pocket, turned to a fresh page and licked the end of the pencil. He jotted down the date and glanced up at the sergeant. The man had resumed writing as though Fry no longer existed.

The sergeant’s uniform contained a three-digit number stitched into the shoulder of his tunic. Fry noted the number and cleared his throat.

The sergeant continued writing for a few more moments, before looking up.

“Hello, sir, you’re still here?”

“Yes, sergeant. I’m still waiting for you to deal with my enquiry.” The sergeant’s eyebrows rose as if he didn’t know to what Fry was alluding. “About the young woman brought here this morning suffering with amnesia. We understand her name is Jenny Lewis.”

The sergeant pointedly placed his fountain pen into the holder on the desk, before allowing his full attention to turn to Fry.

“Let me get this straight,” he said, speaking slowly as though to a child. “You say a young woman suffering from amnesia is here in Totleigh Station. Amnesia, of course, being loss of memory. And yet you say she has a name. Sir, in my experience of amnesia, victims don’t know their names.”

“Partial amnesia, then, obviously.” Fry sighed. “Look, sergeant, are you going to answer my enquiry or not?”

“Of course, sir. We’re always glad to assist the gentlemen of the press.”

Fry nodded and relaxed a little. He held the pencil poised over the notebook. But the sergeant continued to merely stand there, regarding Fry as he would a vaguely interesting insect which had alighted on his desk.

“Um,” said Fry. “Well, then?”

“How can I help you, sir?”

“The woman who was brought in this morning? Jenny Lewis?”

“And what time was this, sir?”

“According to our information, it would have been around seven o’clock. Perhaps a little after.”

“Ah. I came on duty at eight o’clock. Let’s see if the night sergeant recorded anyone coming in before then.”

The sergeant shuffled to his right to where a thick ledger stood on the desk. He turned back the heavy cover and began slowly turning pages, pausing frequently to lick his thumb.

Fry stood and watched, resisting the urge to shift from foot to foot.

At last, the sergeant looked back up.

“No, sir, there’s no record of anyone by that name or description coming to the station this morning.” 

“Are you sure?”

“Oh, yes, sir. Quite sure.” Without looking down, he closed the ledger with a firmness that said this was his final word.

Fry stared at the man, pencil still poised over notebook. Feeling suddenly foolish, he lowered his hand and slid book and pencil back into his overcoat pocket.

“Ashmoor,” he said. “That’s where the girl was found. Might she have been taken to a different station?”

“I’m sure I couldn’t say, sir, though I suppose you could enquire at Exeter.”

“Detective Inspector Rowe,” said Fry. “He was the officer who brought the girl in. Could I have a word with him, please?”

“Detective Inspector Rowe?” The sergeant beetled his brows as though in deep thought. “I do believe he’s on nights, sir. He’s probably at home tucked up in bed.”

“Well, could I leave a message asking DI Rowe to contact me?”

“Certainly, sir. I’ll see to it the message is passed on.” He made no move to jot anything down and didn’t ask Fry for the telephone number of the newspaper.

“What about missing person reports? Has there been one filed for a Jenny Lewis?”

“No, sir.”

“You seem very sure?”

“Oh, yes, sir.” His tone suggested there was no point in pursuing this line of enquiry.

“Um. Right, then. Um. I’d better make my back to the office.”

“Very good, sir.”

The sergeant picked up his fountain pen and bent his head to the blotter.

Fry paused at the door and glanced back. The sergeant did not look up.
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Four: Mere Speculation
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The Chief listened attentively, nodding occasionally, while Fry made his report. It didn’t take long. When Fry had finished talking, the Chief cocked one eyebrow and fixed him with a piercing stare.

“What do you make of it, Fry?”

“Um, there’s nothing to make. They didn’t tell me anything.”

The eyebrow rose higher. “Sure about that, are you, laddie? Ever hear the expression ‘reading between the lines’?”

“Er, yes. It means... ah, I see.”

The Chief nodded. “Go on, then. What does your gut tell you?”

“The desk sergeant knew more than he was letting on.”

“Good. Go on.”

Fry thought for a moment, replaying the conversation in the station. “The sergeant was evasive. Without being openly obstructive, he made it as difficult as possible for me to elicit any information. Although I have no evidence to support this conclusion, I believe he knew the incident to which I was referring. I believe the young woman was indeed brought to Totleigh. Taking her to Exeter from Ashmoor makes no sense, though I suppose she could have been subsequently transferred. The only thing the sergeant said which I believed was that there was no entry made in the night ledger recording the girl arriving at the station.” 

The Chief nodded. “I suspect you’re right.”

Fry frowned. “But why, sir? Why would the police want to conceal this?” 

“That, my lad, is what you’re going to find out.”

* * *
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A telephone call to Exeter Police Station confirmed no young woman by the name of Jenny Lewis, nor anyone suffering from amnesia, had been taken there that day. The constable to whom Fry had been transferred was brusque, but he’d gained no sense the officer was being anything other than completely open in answering Fry’s few questions.

While he talked on the telephone, Fry was aware of the Head watching him, and he’d been glad to shrug back into his overcoat and head for the bus station. A number 16 took him to Ashmoor.

The door to the cottage was answered by a lady of advancing years, wearing a flour-dusted apron. She reminded him a little of the kindly woman who, with her husband, had taken him in as a ten-year-old evacuee from bomb-torn London. Both had since died, he not long after the war had ended, she early last year.

“Mrs Wickens? My name’s Jonathan Fry. I’m from the Totleigh Times.” He showed her his card. “My editor spoke to your husband and he said it would be all right if I called.”

“Yes, Arthur did mention it. Please, come in.”

Fry stepped through the doorway directly into what appeared to be the couple’s living room. A log fire sputtered and spat in a stone hearth, giving the space a welcoming warmth.

“Please, take a seat. Would you like a cup of tea?”

“No, I’m fine, thank you.” Fry glanced at her apron. “I can see you’re busy. Baking?”

“Yes, I started baking my own bread during the rationing and wheat shortage after the dreadful summer of ’46.” She pulled a face. “It wasn’t what you’d call delicious, mind, bread made with ground semolina.”

Fry gave a mock shudder and smiled. “I remember it well.”

The woman returned his smile. “Let me get this batch into the oven and I’ll join you. My husband shouldn’t keep you more than a moment.”

Fry slipped off his overcoat so he would feel its benefit when he donned it again to return outdoors. That was something his mother used to say to him and he suspected he’d never forget it. He took a seat near the fire and stared into the flames, his eyes misting with childhood memories. He didn’t hear the old man enter until the creaking of the nearby armchair pulled him from his recollections.

“Oh, hello, sir. Mr Wickens?” Fry rose, holding his coat folded over one arm, and stepped to his host so he could shake his hand. “I’m Jonathan Fry.”

“Arthur Wickens. Please, resume your seat. You looked lost in thought.”

Fry sat back down and nodded. “The flames in the fire are mesmerising. So, Mr Wickens, you spoke to my editor?”

“Yes. I worked at the paper during the war, you know. He kept me on afterwards, for as long as I wanted, even though enough staff returned to make my employment no longer necessary.” Wickens regarded him with an appraising look. “He speaks quite highly of you, Mr Fry. Says you show a lot of potential.”

“He does? I do? Oh...” For a moment, Fry was flummoxed; he hadn’t been aware the Chief thought of him at all, let alone highly.

“You’ve come to ask about our early-morning visitor, I understand.”

“That’s correct.”

“It’s a bit of a rum do, make no mistake, Mr Fry.”

“A rum do? How do you mean, sir? Um, do you mind if I take some notes while we talk?”

Wickens shrugged. “As you like. This is what happened.”

* * *
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The creaking frame of Arthur Wickens contained a sharp intellect. A journalist’s intellect. In spare sentences, without flourish or hyperbole, he related what had taken place that morning. Embellishment was provided by his wife, who joined them a few minutes into his discourse, adding a touch of colour, a little flavour, to an otherwise dry tale.

“The girl,” said Fry, “Jenny Lewis, gave no hint as to where she’d come from?”

Arthur Wickens shook his head.

“The poor thing was terrified,” said Maud Wickens.

“Do you think it was because she didn’t know where she was from, or was afraid to tell you?”

“The girl knew her name,” said Mr Wickens, “but didn’t seem to know anything else. If it was an act, it was a convincing one.”

“That was no act,” added his wife. “She was trembling with bewilderment and fear.” She paused, before adding, “Mostly.”

Both men looked at her.

“There was a moment,” she continued, “after she’d regained consciousness, when I saw something else in her eyes. Something primitive. Bestial, almost. Her hands clenched into claws. I thought she was going to spring at me like a wild cat.”

If Arthur Wickens thought his wife was imagining things, he didn’t say so. In fact, Fry thought, he did not, as many husbands might have, regard his wife with a look of scepticism, but thoughtfully, as though not for one moment doubting her word. It confirmed Fry’s own impression of Maud Wickens: a level-headed woman not given to flights of fancy.

He cleared his throat. “And the police told you they would take her to the station in Totleigh?”

“Yes,” said Mr Wickens. “Detective Inspector Rowe stated as much.” 

Mrs Wickens nodded confirmation. “The constable returned at about half past nine with the clothes and blankets we’d wrapped the girl in. They’d dried them, too.”

Fry opened his mouth to ask a question, but Arthur Wickens anticipated it.

“The constable said the girl was being well looked after and they expected to have returned her home before the morning was old. ‘In time for elevenses,’ was how he put it. He refused to be drawn any further, although we both tried to elicit more information.”

Maud Wickens tutted. “He wouldn’t even tell us whether she’d been able to say from where she’d come or why she’d been out in that dreadful storm wearing naught but a nightdress.”

“Neither of the police officers opened their notebooks when they came to fetch the girl,” added Arthur Wickens. “They didn’t take statements from us or ask us to attend the station to give statements at a later time.” He harrumphed. “Most irregular.”

“Do you have any ideas as to why that should be?” asked Fry.

Mrs Wickens shook her head. Arthur answered for them both. “We’ve discussed this and drawn a blank. Other than we suspect the constabulary know more about the girl or her origins than they are willing to let on, we have no hypotheses to advance as to what their motives could be.”

Fry made a note and looked at the couple, tapping his teeth with his pencil. “We’re on the northern edge of the moor here, correct? Where do you think the girl came from?”

Maud Wickens didn’t hesitate. “Her feet were cut, only superficially, but enough to suggest she’d walked quite some distance, and they were covered in muck to the ankles. The cuts weren’t severe enough to suppose she’d been walking far on surfaced roads. The amount of dirt suggested she’d mainly kept to heath. There were also minor scratches to her lower legs which might have been caused by gorse or bracken.” She nodded. “I have no doubt she came from Dartmoor.”

Her husband was more circumspect. “It’s possible she came across farmland. Or maybe from one of the villages on the edge of the moor. South Tawton, perhaps, or Sticklepath. But judging from her state of exhaustion, I’d hazard she came from farther afield. If I had to guess, and I must stress this is mere speculation, I’d say it’s most likely she came from the moor. From somewhere deeper in than the villages I mentioned.”

Ten minutes later, after Fry had taken his leave of Mr and Mrs Wickens and stood at the bus stop trying in vain to shelter from a sharp breeze, he looked into the teeth of the wind, south, towards the moor. 

The elderly couple were too level-headed to suggest there was anything nefarious about the unexplained appearance of the girl and the disquieting way the local constabulary had dealt with the situation, or the likelihood she had come from somewhere in Dartmoor added a dark element to the tale, but Fry possessed an imagination that didn’t always sit well with the matter-of-fact attitude required of his chosen profession. 

Moreover, he had been raised in a concrete and brick suburb of West London, and there was something about the wild desolation of the moor which raised the hairs on the back of his city-boy neck. When adding to the mix the Sherlock Holmes tale The Hound of the Baskervilles, which had caused Fry nightmares while reading it, it was little surprise he regarded Dartmoor with a touch of superstitious trepidation. Not that he would ever admit it to anyone.

He gazed in the direction of the moor and it wasn’t merely the chill of the wind which made him shiver. 
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Five: Dead Ends
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Before reporting back to his editor, Fry spent a few hours ensconced in the gloom of the floor beneath the News Room, which housed the archives. Nowhere in the building, not even in the room containing the clanking, creaking press, was the lack of modernisation more evident. Ancient wooden shelving lined the walls from floor to ceiling and formed poorly lit aisles. The bowed shelves held box upon mouldy box, containing fading editions of the Totleigh Times dating back to its founding in the late nineteenth century. No modern microfilm storage here.

The Archivist, a middle-aged man with a habitually morose expression, looked up from his work and peered at Fry through round spectacles as thick as the base of a bottle. He blinked owlishly.

“Hello,” said Fry, unable to recall the man’s name. “I need to conduct a little research.”

The Archivist grunted. “Please be sure to return any cards you remove to precisely the place in which you found them.”

“Of course.”

The Archivist grunted again and bent back to his work.

The indexing system consisted of cards stored within an array of mismatched filing cabinets which had been expanded piecemeal as the existing drawers were filled. Fry located the drawers marked ‘L’—they took up more than half a cabinet—and pulled open the first. Each drawer was long and narrow; each card was sub-indexed with letters of the alphabet. The cards within this one ended at ‘B’. He pulled open the fifth; the cards ended at ‘I’. With a sigh, he opened the next drawer and began riffling through the cards sub-indexed with a ‘J’. 

Keeping the system up to date had been interrupted by the war; before that, Fry had been informed, the system had usually been at least six months behind due to its painstaking nature and the refusal of the newspaper’s owners to employ additional staff to assist the Archivist. Currently, he had around three years’ worth of editions of the Totleigh Times to go through and cross-reference. Little wonder he looked morose.

Fry found several references to ‘J. Lewis’, but only three for ‘Jennifer Lewis’ and none for ‘Jenny Lewis’. He copied the strings of letters and numbers—referring to editions, page numbers, aisles, shelves and boxes—into his notebook, ensuring to slot each index card back into the exact place he’d found it. He felt the occasional regard of the Archivist fall upon him, but gathered from the absence of further admonishments he was doing what the man wanted.

He retired to one of the tables standing at the head of the rows of shelving, sat on a chair which creaked alarmingly under his weight and studied his notebook entries. Both Arthur and Maud Wickens had estimated the girl’s age at twenty or twenty-one. If Fry allowed a margin of four years, giving the mysterious girl a maximum age of twenty-five, he could safely disregard any reference to an edition pre-1925. He drew a pencil line through more than half of the entries. 

That still left five entries: four for ‘J. Lewis’, with dates ranging from 1928 to 1941, and one for ‘Jennifer Lewis’ from 1944.  

Fry glanced at the dim aisles and the rickety wooden step-ladder used to reach boxes from the higher rows of shelves. With a sigh, he stood, clutching his notebook, and headed into the dusty shadows.

* * *
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The Chief peered at Fry through cigar smoke.

“Where does that leave us, Fry? What do we know?”

“Not a lot.” Fry, if not completely at ease in his Editor-in-Chief’s company, felt a little more sure of himself. 

“Summarise what we do know. Only the facts, please.”

Fry took a deep breath. “A young woman collapses into an elderly couple’s cottage in Ashmoor in the early hours of the morning. She is wearing nightclothes, is bare-footed and appears to have come some distance, judging from the condition of her feet and legs. The female occupier, Mrs Wickens, whilst tending to the girl, notices some indentations to her temples and a sticky residue, which the attending police inspector attributes to a forceps delivery at birth. Mrs Wickens is not convinced by this explanation and points out it does not, in any case, explain the sticky substance. The young woman claims to be unable to remember anything about her recent past, where she is or what year it is, but states her name is Jenny Lewis. Mr and Mrs Wickens summon the constabulary, who take the girl away.” He paused.

The Chief nodded for him to continue.

“The desk sergeant in Totleigh Police Station, upon my enquiry, denies any knowledge of the young woman, although he was not on duty at the time she would have been brought to the station. He tells me there is no entry in the desk log recording anybody coming to the station that morning fitting the girl’s description. The police tell Maud Wickens, when they return the blankets the girl had been wrapped in, they expect to have her returned home later that morning. They won’t reveal anything more to the Wickenses.” He paused again to gather his thoughts.

“Arthur Wickens is correct,” said the Chief. “The police procedure in this case is most irregular, and that’s understating it.” He took a drag on his cigar. “Go on.”

“A search in the archives reveals nothing except a short paragraph in an edition from March 1944. It’s a report of a sixteen-year-old girl running away from a children’s home near Okehampton. The girl’s name was Jennifer Lewis. It states she had been left an orphan when her mother was killed in a bombing raid on Torquay in 1942. The mother wasn’t named in the report and there was no mention at all of her father. I wasn’t able to unearth any later mentions of the girl named Jennifer Lewis. Though, of course,” Fry added, “there might be something from 1947 onwards, but the editions from those years haven’t yet been archived.”

The Chief grunted.

“The final piece of information,” continued Fry, “is from the children’s home, which still exists. It was able to confirm in response to my telephone enquiry that a young girl by the name of Jennifer Fiona Lewis is recorded as having run away in late February 1944. Her date of birth was given as January 29th, 1928. This was the third time she’d run away. Their records show that on each occasion she was returned by the police after coming to the attention of the authorities for petty theft and drinking alcohol. They said there are no later records relating to the girl and were unable to tell me anything about the girl’s character because there are no members of staff remaining from that time, the home being manned during the war by volunteers and retirees, while most of the regular staff were engaged in active service.” He shrugged. “And that’s more or less it. 

“The only thing I can add is that if the Jennifer Lewis who ran away from the children’s home in 1944 is the same Jenny Lewis who turned up on the doorstep of Arthur and Maud Wickens, then she is currently aged twenty-two. But what has become of her since running away, where she had come from to appear in Ashmoor, what has happened to her to cause partial amnesia, is a mystery.”

Fry stopped talking and sat back. His boss nodded.

“Succinct and accurate. Good job.”

“Not enough to run a report in the Times.”

The Chief shook his head. He looked intently at Fry, who gained the impression his boss was debating whether to tell him something. But all he said was, “Nevertheless, I want you to write up everything we know to date. I’d like it on my desk by close of business tomorrow. Then, you may return to your usual tasks. But keep an eye and an ear open. I have a feeling there will be more to unearth about Mr and Mrs Wickens’s mysterious visitor.”

Fry nodded and rose to leave.

“Oh, and one last thing,” said the Chief. “This remains between us for now.”

* * *
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Fry had the report on the Chief’s desk by the middle of the following afternoon. The Chief took it from him, glanced at it, grunted and bent back to the jumble of papers on his desk. 

So that’s that thought Fry as he closed the Chief’s door behind him. I’ll never know Jenny Lewis’s story.

He sank back into his chair with a sigh. The News Room was alive with shrilling telephones and clicking typewriters, the air thick with cigarette and pipe smoke. Through the murky atmosphere, the Head of Classifieds was watching him. Fry had been aware of the Head’s sneaking regard while typing up his dead-end report on Jenny Lewis, but had ignored it. Now he glanced up.

“Anything I can help you with?”

The man smirked. Fry considered himself an easy-going chap, able to get along with almost anyone, but there was something about the Head’s demeanour, his constant sly, knowing looks, which rubbed him up the wrong way.

The Head nodded towards the closed door of their Editor-in-Chief. “You two have been thick as thieves of late, old boy.”

Fry shrugged, but said nothing.

“Ah,” said the Head, as if Fry’s silence told him everything he needed to know. He laid one finger alongside his nose. “All very hush hush. I understand.” He winked.

Fry repressed the impulse to shudder. 

Without another glance at the Head, he turned to his neglected regular work.
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Six: An Unexpected Lead
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The mystery of Jenny Lewis began to fade to the back of Fry’s mind during the ensuing weeks while he concentrated on stories that would make it into the newspaper, though he privately wondered whether readers would find the subject-matter particularly interesting. I mean, who really cares about Mrs Smith turning her Anderson shelter into a miniature tearoom, or Mr Wilson converting his Morrison shelter into a gigantic rabbit hutch?

Fry didn’t, that much was certain, though he was at pains to ensure his true feelings remained concealed when visiting the Mrs Smiths and Mr Wilsons, and translating their earnestly recounted tales into printable copy.

It was during the stormy, dark depths of mid-December that something happened to bring the unexplained tale of the girl with amnesia back to the fore.

One Friday evening, with the weekend off, Fry fancied a couple of pints of bitter. His lodgings paid and what remained of his week’s wages burning a hole in his wallet, he decided to indulge his fancy, not something he succumbed to often, particularly on evenings like this when rain swept from the growling sky in torrents.

The interior of The Coach Inn was crowded, smelling of tobacco smoke and damp wool. While waiting for his pint to be poured, he ran a hand through his hair to squeeze out the worst of the rainwater and peered around the bar. The only available space seemed to be at a tiny round table with two empty stools around it in a dimly lit corner of the room. Fry took his glass and shouldered his way to the table.

The stool was rickety, but Fry found that by manoeuvring himself around he could lean back against the wall and feel, if not in the lap of comfort, that he wasn’t about to pitch to the floor when the legs of the stool gave up the ghost. He took a sip of bitter and placed the glass on the table. Shrugging off his damp overcoat, he hung it from a wooden peg protruding from the wall. He unfolded the newspaper he’d tucked under his coat for protection and held it up, readjusting it and his position until sufficient light fell upon the print to render it legible.

Fry made sure to read at least one edition of The Times each week—not the Totleigh Times, but the national broadsheet printed in London. He liked to be informed about world news and the current fortunes, or misfortunes, of Fulham Football Club. He sometimes fantasised about seeing his name on the by-line of a momentous report; during more whimsical moments, he imagined it reading ‘by Jonathan Fry, Chief Foreign Correspondent’, or ‘... Senior Football Reporter’, or whatever title held most attraction that week. 

This edition led with the latest news about the conflict in Korea and President Truman’s decision to declare a national state of emergency after the most recent UN setbacks in the Peninsular. Fry tried to keep abreast of global politics, but he didn’t pretend to fully understand all the machinations while the main powers jostled and vied for supremacy as the world order continued to be modified following the toppling of Hitler.

He glanced up at the sound of a throat being cleared. A man clutching a full pint glass stood there; he was middle-aged with the rugged countenance of someone who is used to working out of doors. There was something familiar about him.

“Do you mind if I sit here? Only it’s a little full tonight...”

“Not at all. Help yourself.”

The newcomer sat on the other stool and sipped at his pint. 

“I say,” Fry ventured, “sorry to ask, but have we met before?”

The man barely looked at him. “Don’t think so.”

“Oh. Right. I must be mistaken.” 

Fry returned to the newspaper, but found himself stealing surreptitious glances at the man, who seemed downcast. His expression reminded Fry of the Archivist’s. He was certain he had seen the man before, and not long ago, in the past week or so, but could not place where.

The next time he glanced away from the paper, the man was regarding him forlornly and gave a deep sigh. Taking it as an invitation to enquire, Fry asked, “Not having a good day?”

The man nodded. “You could say that. Lost my job today.”

“Oh. Bad luck.”

“Yes. I was a groundsman out at Cartwell Manor. Of course, it’s winter, but there’s still gravel and leaves need raking, dead branches to lop, that sort of thing.”

“Not heard of Cartwell Manor.”

“It’s out on the moor, a few miles south of Sticklepath. Used to be a lunatic asylum.”

Fry sat straighter. He’d heard the village of Sticklepath mentioned recently. It was where Arthur Wickens speculated the girl with amnesia might have come from. 

“Used to be?” he prompted.

“Not sure what it is now, to be honest. I was never allowed into the main building. Very secretive. There’s people being treated there for something. Met one of the poor buggers once when he wandered outside. He could barely remember his name. The way a couple of orderlies came after him, I got the impression that...” He cast his gaze about as though afraid of being overheard, and lowered his voice so Fry could barely hear him over the hum of conversation and laughter filling the room. “I think they keep them locked up.” The man supped from his glass; it was almost empty.

Fry sat forward so he, too, could speak in a lower tone. “Why do you think he couldn’t remember his name?”

The man shrugged. “Memory loss, I suppose.” He drained his pint.

“Can I get you another?”

“No, but thanks for asking. I must be on my way.” He shot Fry a sideways glance. “Whatever’s going on at Cartwell Manor, they want to keep it on the quiet. I suspect that
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