
1 
 

The Paper Chase 
By Keith Wadsworth 

 
 

 
The Envelope 

 
Jess leaned forward and, with elbows on knees, she rested her chin on her clenched 

fists. It was her favourite sulking pose. If it was for public consumption she would add a good 

loud sigh as she did it. Here in the park the sigh would have been wasted so just the chin on 

fists would do for any passers-by to get the message. It also meant her neck snuggled down 

just a bit further into her scarf: she wouldn’t admit it, but it was cold. 

She was stuck in one mighty great sulk. She knew she sulked, like big time, but if 

anyone dared to say she sulked they’d be cut off her Christmas card list. She never sent 

Christmas cards but you get the point. To be honest she didn't know quite what she was 

sulking about but that was often the case. She could list a whole bunch of good reasons to 

sulk, most of which anyone would excuse her for, but quite why she was in a strop that day 

she couldn't put her finger on. She’d sneaked out through the kitchen back door after she'd 

put her breakfast things in the dishwasher. She was supposed to say if she was going out, 

even just to the park, but you can't be in a sulk AND do things right, can you? That doesn't 

work. It was Saturday and no one would notice she wasn't around until tea-time so she'd got 

plenty of time on her own, to think. Well, to sulk really. 

It's funny how you can't think when you want to think. Jess wasn't sure what it was she 

wanted to think about anyway. She knew she wasn't happy but couldn't come up with a good 

reason for feeling that way, that day. She'd lived at Grimley House for three years and 

couldn't honestly say it was bad, despite its rather unfortunate name. The carers were okay. 

The food was edible. She got on with plenty of the other kids. Most came and went between 
foster carers and couples who were going to adopt them but Jess seemed to be there longer 

than most.  

In fact, only Danny had been there longer than she had and he was off the wall – fun, a 

bit loud, rebellious, whacky, sometimes argumentative, and difficult. No one was going to 

have him, it seemed, but she quite liked him. Liked him a lot, in fact. He cheered her up and 

she admired his independence, his ability to manage for himself. Mind you, if she’d been 

there almost as long as Danny, was she seen as being like him? A sulker, maybe, but not a 

Danny, surely. 

Thinking wasn’t working and the view of the ground between her feet soon became 

boring so Jess lifted her gaze. She found herself looking underneath the roundabout a few 

yards away. She hated that thing. She hated feeling dizzy, could never understand the kids 

who would spin themselves round, fall over when they stopped and giggle uncontrollably 

about it. Do me a favour, she'd think. Who wants to feel even more out of control of your life 

than you already are, feel vaguely sick and laugh about it? 

Her eye caught sight of a piece of litter under the roundabout. Litter really got on Jess’s 

nerves. She sometimes had to share her room with a passer-through and one thing they got to 

learn pretty quickly was don't make Jess’s room a mess. Mess with her room and mess with 

Jess.  
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The guilty bit of paper fluttered as the chilly breeze found its way under the 

roundabout. It can’t have been there long: it looked white and clean. It stuck out because the 

park was otherwise litter-free: the kids from Grimley House came over with black sacks and 

litter pickers every now and then and cleaned it all up. It was their bit for the community they 

were told. Jess moaned every time they had to do it but, secretly, she was pleased they did. 

Try as she might, she couldn’t take her eyes off the bit of paper and eventually, 

checking that no one was watching, she got up from the bench and wandered across to the 

roundabout. Several more checks for onlookers were needed before she felt confident to 

kneel down and reach under the roundabout for the paper – not a very cool thing to be caught 

doing, after all.  

Certain that still no one was about who could possibly set it spinning, Jess sat on the 

roundabout, holding what turned out to be an envelope in her hands. There was writing on it: 

it wasn’t a kid’s writing so Jess felt sure it wasn’t part of a game.  

 

Open if you dare 

 
She turned the envelope over. It was sealed. She wriggled her little finger into the gap 

where the glue doesn’t reach but she stopped and turned the envelope over again. “Open If 

You Dare”. It looked like a grown up’s writing, even and joined up. She turned it to the back 

again and tore the seal open. Inside was a folded piece of paper which she slid out and 

opened. The writing was the same as on the front: neat, adult. She began to read: 

 

So, you dared. And now your life changes in ways you can’t 

begin to imagine. You may be glad you found this. Or you 

may wish you never had. 

 
Jess turned the paper over and peered into the envelope to check there was nothing else. 

No: that was it. The obvious thing was to screw it up and toss it in the bin but somehow the 

writing was too ‘serious’ to do that. It couldn’t be particularly for her because it didn’t have 

her name on it. Anyone could have found it. It was just someone messing about. But it wasn’t 

scribbled: no one from Grimley could write that neatly, not even the staff! 

Strangely, ‘sulk-pose’ no longer seemed necessary but it was definitely getting colder 

sitting there and Jess wasn’t sure how much longer you could maintain the ‘needed to think’ 

excuse for sneaking out. The message in the note didn’t scare her but it certainly puzzled her: 

“You may be glad you found this. Or you may wish you never had” was curious. Why glad or 

regretful? Who wrote it? How did it find its way under the roundabout? She slid forward until 

her feet were beyond the wooden step and back on the ground, stood and ambled towards the 

waste-bin, envelope and note ready to be scrunched and thrown away. But instead, she 

pushed both bits of paper into her puffer-jacket pocket and headed for Grimley’s garden gate 

and back to the warm, noisy indoors. 

“Where ya bin, Jess?” It was Danny. Who else! 

“Mind yer own,” she called back with a smile she couldn’t help with him. 

“Bin sulking?” 

“Get lost!” How DID he make her smile, even when she was trying to be angry with 

him? But then she did like him, despite herself. 
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The Ticket 

 
Sulk lifted, Jess took the stairs two at a time up to her room on the third floor. The 

biggest rooms were up there and only three of them had to share a bathroom. She threw open 

her door and, in one well-practised move, she kicked it shut as she jumped for the bed, 

turning in mid-air to land spectacularly on her back. The bed creaked and groaned but it had 

become used to this method of arrival. And somewhat worn as a result of it. Looking up to 

the ceiling Jess shoved her hands under her pillow, one either side, under her head. Her 

fingers touched something. It made her jump and she sat bolt upright, turned, and lifted the 

pillow. A piece of paper, folded like the one in the envelope. She opened it, slowly because 

this was now just a bit scary. Similar neat writing: 

 

  Waterloo. Platform 6. Saturday. 

 
Jess thrust her hand in her jacket pocket to retrieve the first note to compare the writing. 

She was sure she’d put it in the right hand, outside pocket but no. She checked the left one 

and then every other pocket of the jacket and her jeans. Each pocket was checked twice or 

more but it wasn’t there. It must have fallen out as she took her flight from door to bed. She 

jumped up and scanned the floor, checked under the bed, checked her pockets again but it 

was gone, for sure. Did she bin it after all? No way. She knew she’d put it in her pocket. And 

now it was gone. 

 

  Waterloo. Platform 6. Saturday. 

 
Why? How? Which Saturday? Today? Next week? And, anyway who put the note 

under her pillow? No one was allowed in anyone else’s room without permission and that 

was an unbroken rule. It certainly wasn’t Danny’s writing and the boys daren’t even go onto 

the girls’ floor, anyway. 

The bang on Jess’s door made her jump – the second time in a few minutes. “Tea Jess. 

See you down there.”  

“Yeah, ok.” 

Jess put the note in the top drawer of her bedside, underneath her Kindle, put her jacket 

and scarf in the cupboard and made her way towards the hubbub of the dining room where 

the early birds were already piling lunchtime sandwiches onto their plates and filling 

tumblers with fruit juice. As she stood there waiting in a queue for a plate, someone jabbed 

her in the back.  

“Yeah right, Danny. Very amusing.” Another jab – playful, not hurtful. “Give over 

Dan,” she said as she turned. But no Danny: he was nowhere to be seen. More to the point 

Jess was the last in the queue and the nearest person to her was sitting at a table several feet 

way. He was certainly out of jabbing range and, anyway, it was Seb who spent his whole 

days alone on the brink of tears. No way would he risk teasing anyone, least of all Jess. 

Jess grabbed a few sandwiches and a drink and for some reason she couldn’t begin to 

explain even to herself she took them and sat with Seb.  
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“Hey.” 

“Hello Jess. All right?” Seb greeted her, really pleased that she had chosen to sit with 

him. 

“Sure. You?” 

“Yeah. Thanks.” 

“Jess!” It was Danny. “Save us a place. Just gonna get some sarnies.  What you doin’ 

over there?” He didn’t expect or get a reply. “Oh well, whatever.” 

With a mound of sandwiches on a plate in one hand and a tumbler full of livid orange 

liquid in the other, Danny plonked himself down opposite Jess, greeting Seb with just a nod 

and a smile. “All right Jess? Saw you go out the back. Got the ‘ump today?” 

“Nah. I’m fine.” She paused and hesitated. “Danny….”  Jess wasn’t certain she should 

be asking anyone anything that might arouse curiosity, but Danny was by far the most 

trustworthy and she decided to risk it. “Danny, is our station on the Waterloo line?” 

“Yeah, one stop on the Northern Line. Why?” 

“Just wondered.” 

“Yeah right,” he mocked. “Come on Jessica, tell Daniel why you want to know.” 

“No, and don’t call me Jessica.” And with that she got up. “See you later.” 

Leaving her tea untouched, certain that Danny would eat her sandwiches as well as his 

own and put her dishes in the dishwasher for her, Jess bounded up the stairs again to retrieve 

the note. She wanted to check that there wasn’t a date on it that she’d missed. It was 3.30 now 

and it couldn’t be today. The drawer was tightly closed as she’d left it and the Kindle 

unmoved. Jess lifted it to find the note was gone. It wasn’t stuck to the back of the Kindle, 

nor had it slid to the back of the drawer. Gone. Now this was getting very odd. She closed the 

drawer, opened it, and did the search again. Nothing. 

Jess thrust her hands in the back pockets of her jeans and wouldn’t you know it, despite 

all her thorough searching earlier, she felt the original note in the right hand one. She could 

have sworn she’d gone through them all but it just goes to show. (Now that’s a grown ups’ 

expression if ever there was one.) As she took the note out of her pocket, though, it felt 

slightly different, a bit smaller and a bit firmer, like thin card rather than paper. 

“What the…..!” What she found in her hand was not the note but a train ticket. “Sat Oct 

15 16.35pm LDN Waterloo – Littlehampton” Suddenly Jess felt very slightly sick. She 

couldn’t be sure if that was because of what was going on or because she hadn’t eaten her tea. 

Disappearing notes. Jabs in the back – she’d almost forgotten that. And now a train ticket to a 

place she’d never heard of from a station she’d hardly ever been to. Today. In a couple of 

hours. For what? 

Fully expecting it to disappear, whatever, Jess put the ticket back in her jeans pocket 

and ran down the stairs, back to the dining room, hoping Danny would still be there. Seb was 

gone but Danny was there, just finishing the last of what had been Jess’s sandwiches. She felt 

hungry herself now and snatched it out of Danny’s hand just before it reached his mouth. 

“Hey. I was saving that for last. Love ham ‘n’ cheese ones.” 

She bit into it and, with her mouth still full, she said, “Danny, if I tell you something 

will you promise you won’t say.” 

“I’m offended that you ask,” he replied, pushing his bottom lip out in mock pout. 

“I mean it, Danny.” 

“Of course, Jess. Whassup?” 

“Where’s Littlehampton?” 

“It’s on the south coast. It’s where I came from, actually. I can’t remember it: I was 

about three when my Mum dumped me here and beggared off.”  

The kids at Grimley tended not to share stuff about their pasts with each other but 

Danny had offered this so Jess felt able to ask, “Why did she do that?” 

“No idea. Must’ve thought I was ugly or summat.” 
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“Don’t be daft. ‘Course not, you’re ….” Jess stopped herself just in time. No way was 

Danny ugly on the outside now and she couldn’t imagine he ever had been. He wasn’t on the 

inside, either. He was loud and a bit of a handful for the staff in some ways but he was kind 

to all the newcomers and, no matter how hard he tried to hide it, he was more patient with the 

Sebs of Grimley House than all the other kids were. 

“What about your Dad?” 

“Not a Scooby Doo. No one’s told me anything. I think all the social workers hoped I’d 

always believe babies got delivered by storks in wicker baskets – dads not required. Anyway, 

you were about to say I’m something.  So, I’m what?” 

“You’re …. erm, you’re the only one I can tell this to so you’d better keep your mouth 

shut. I’m going to Littlehampton,” she gabbled. “Tonight.” 

“You’re what? How d’you think you’re gonna do that? You can’t have enough money 

for the train for starters.” 

Of course she didn’t, but then she had a ticket already, and it was at this point that Jess 

knew all this nonsense would come to an abrupt and logical end. When she put her hand in 

her pocket to get the ticket to show Danny it would be gone, just like the notes. But no. There 

it was, still in the back pocket where she’d put it. She was just about to pull it out and show 

him when Danny kicked her under the table.  

“Ouch! What was that for?” 

“What was what for?”  

“What you kick me for?” 

Danny was a bit irritated by the accusation. “I didn’t.” 

Jess lifted the plastic cloth and looked under the table to see Danny’s feet tightly 

wrapped round the front legs of his chair. It’s how he always sat: it helped him rock on two 

legs, for which he was always getting told off. 

“D’you know where your Mum went?” Jess risked asking more. 

“Nope. Story is that she couldn’t manage me anymore and Social Services put me in 

here and here Daniel has been ever since, barring a few months with a couple of foster carers. 

We didn’t gel! So, what d’you think you’re going to Littlehampton for?” 

“I don’t know. Just want to.” 

“You won’t get away with it. They’ll know you’re missing.” 

“Yeah, but they won’t know where I am, as long as you don’t say. And I’ll be back 

tonight.” 

“I doubt it, and not before the doors are locked you won’t. And they’ll miss you at 

dinner, anyway.” 

“Whatever. Got to go, I’ll miss my train.” Jess couldn’t quite believe what she was saying: it 

was as though SHE had planned it all and it was all perfectly straight forward and normal. I’ll 

miss my train, indeed! She leapt up and turned for the stairs. Danny was uneasy about what 

was happening and got up to tell Jess to stop, sit down again and talk it through. But as he got 

to his feet he felt a firm and steady pressure on his chest which pushed him backwards until 

he was sitting again. Jess had gone, Seb had long gone: there was no one there. “What the 

….!” 
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The Newspaper 

 
Jess grabbed her jacket from the cupboard and put it on, wrapped a scarf round her neck 

again and jammed a beanie on her head. She took the ten-pound note that was her untouched 

pocket money for this month, gathered what was left of last month’s which she kept in a box 

on her bedside, and headed for the stairs again. As luck would have it none of the duty staff 

was around and she reached the front door before Danny’s voice almost stopped her in her 

tracks. “Jess!”  

“Laters,” was the only reply he got as she slammed the door behind her. 

Jess knew the tube station well enough and the Northern Line platform was quiet: not 

many people were heading towards the city at this time – shoppers were heading home and it 

was too early for theatre goers.  

Just one stop later, as she stepped off the tube escalator and into the station concourse, 

the place was buzzing. There was the famous clock and the electronic arrivals and departures 

boards. Littlehampton she needed. Platform 6. There it was: “Waterloo to Littlehampton via 

Clapham Junction calling at East Croydon, Redhill, Gatwick, Three Bridges and Horsham. 

Dept 16.35.” Why did they have to use that twenty-four-hour clock thing? She counted from 

twelve to sixteen to be sure she’d got it right. Four o’clock, so that’s twenty-five to five. 

Jess followed the signs to Platform 6. A few other people were feeding their tickets into 

the front of the barrier machines and grabbing them back when they reappeared at the top as 

the gates flicked open. Jess pushed her ticket in, the gate arms opened but her ticket did not 

reappear. She paused, expecting it to pop up like a piece of toast at any moment but no. She 

felt someone push her gently from behind and she turned to apologise for causing a delay 

only to find there was no one else coming through.  

Odd. Again. 

After the change at Clapham Junction, where Jess had felt a little anxious for the first 

time really, desperate to be on the right platform but not wanting to check with anyone in 

case … well, just in case, she boarded the train and took a seat next to a window in the 

stifling hot carriage. There was a couple in seats a few rows up and an old man opposite her, 

reading a newspaper. Otherwise, the carriage was empty.  

“This is the 10.35 terminating at Littlehampton.” The voice was a friendly one and 

reassuring, repeating the stops Jess had read on the departures board – she was definitely on 

the right train, whatever ‘right’ meant but he’d got the time wrong! Within moments the train 

lurched and began to slide along the platform, out from the station lights and into the grey of 

south London. Jess looked out of the window as the train picked up speed and developed a 

rhythmic beat over the tracks, broken occasionally by a chaotic rattle as it shook its way 

across points. Soon, though, the heat of the carriage, the gentle rocking and the even sounds 

of the wheels on the tracks made Jess’s eyelids drop, leaden-like, until they finally closed.  

She woke with a start: the train had stopped. In a panic she looked out of the window to 

see the name of the station but it wasn’t Littlehampton. It seemed lighter outside but it must 

surely be bright station lights. The old man opposite had gone and Jess reached across for the 

paper he had left behind on the seat. The Littlehampton Gazette. It’s headline “Windmill 
Cinema gets Potters ‘Goblet of Fire’ Premier.” That’s an old story: that was way back and 

there had been three Potter films since that one. Littlehampton must be way behind the times! 

Then she noticed the date at the top of the page: October 13 2005. It explained the headline 



7 
 

but not why the old man might have been reading such an old paper. Hope I don’t get like 

that when I’m old, she thought. 

She opened the paper, turning the pages like she’d seen grown-ups managing to do 

without putting it down. Hand to hand, arms outstretched. Just as she was about to try the 

third turn someone punched the paper towards her. She peered over the top but there was no 

one there, so she went back to staring at the page. One story caught her eye amongst all the 

advertisements and letters to the editor. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Jess folded the paper and put it on the seat beside her and looked out of the window 

again. It was strange how it was so much lighter here than it was when she left London. 

Perhaps it was because it was near the sea, though she couldn’t think what that could really 

have to do with it. The sky looked quite bright, almost blue and she found herself squinting as 

the hedges and telegraph poles rushed by.  

The train began to slow. “Next stop Littlehampton. This train terminates at 

Littlehampton. Please be sure to take all your belongings with you.” Jess reached for the 

newspaper she’d been reading so that she could take it and drop it in a bin but it must have 

slipped off: it was no longer on the seat beside her. Did the guard walk through and collect it? 

She couldn’t recall anyone passing. Perhaps she’d nodded off again but it certainly wasn’t 

there. It was nice to know someone else objected to litter, anyway. 

HIT AND RUN VICTIM  
OUT OF COMA 

 
The victim of the hit and run 
incident we reported in The 
Gazette three weeks ago has 
woken from his coma.  

 
Police say they still have no idea 
of the victim’s identity. He was 
found unconscious at the corner 
of Clun Road and Arundel Road. 
There was no means of 
identification on him.  

 
Injuries suggest he was hit by a 
vehicle but no witnesses have 
come forward and Police say the 
victim has no memory of the 
incident or of his own identity. He 
is said to be white, about 5’ 10” 
and thought to be in his twenties. 

 
DC Steve Dennis of Sussex Police 
asks for anyone with concerns 
about a missing person to contact 
Littlehampton Police. 
 



8 
 

When the train came to a grinding, juddering halt Jess opened the door and stepped 

onto the platform. It was remarkably bright. Cold but sunny. She walked the remaining length 

of the train with the dozen or so other people who had left it, past the buffers and through the 

unmanned gate. The clock in the ticket office had clearly stopped – not good at a railway 

station! Half past eleven. As she stepped through the exit and onto the pavement outside Jess 

suddenly became acutely aware that she didn’t have the slightest idea what she was doing 

there.  
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The Picture 
 

There were taxis parked outside but the cars looked strangely old, sort of rounded and 

jelly-mould shapes rather than the edgy, angular ones at home. She looked left and right and 

noticed a book shop nearby. The window display was full of Harry Potter stuff and that was 

odd: at home all that was long gone and it reminded her of the headline in the newspaper on 

the train. She wandered towards the bookshop and saw a little further on a chemist with one 

of those digital signs outside. As she looked up the sign changed from the temperature, 7°C, 

to the time: 13.05. But she had left Waterloo on the 16.35, the train guard had called it the 

11.35 and here she was in Littlehampton at lunch time. Weird. 

As she walked on Jess was vaguely aware that everyone was wrapped up in coats, 

scarves and hats, all of which looked slightly tired and out of date. Littlehampton must be an 

old-fashioned, behind-the-times place altogether. More cars passed and they all looked like 

the taxis: some shiny but all old somehow. Jess felt very slightly peculiar and nothing was 

helping her sort out exactly where she thought she was walking to, or for what.  

She passed the chemist with the digital sign above it. Next was Currys (they were 

always huge stores at home and never in the high street) then a bank and a shop which 

seemed to have nothing but sweets in the window. She peered through the door which swung 

open as people dashed in and out carrying nothing but newspapers and packs of cigarettes. 

Jess surprised herself by feeling shocked at the open display of brightly coloured packs 

behind the counter, instead of hidden behind metal shutters. 

Just beyond the shop door a board on the pavement displayed the local paper’s latest 

front page: 

 
  Police Ask: Do You Know This Man 

 
Below the headline was a photograph of a young man. His face was bruised and looked 

slightly puffy and around his eyes was dark: it could be more bruising, lack of sleep or too 

much sleep. Jess paused momentarily and stared at the picture. The face was strangely 

familiar but she knew there was not the slightest possibility of her knowing who he was. She 

would have loved to have been able to help him because he looked sad. Lost. Hardly 

surprising. She walked on, her feeling of unease growing.  

The clatter behind her really did make her jump. She wasn’t normally this twitchy but 

these days, especially in London, loud bangs made even the most even-tempered tourists and 

commuters a little edgy. She turned to see the newspaper board now flat on the pavement. A 

lad from inside the newsagents hurried out, picked the board up, opened it and set it to stand 

up again. The Gazette headline declared: 

 
  St Mary’s Church Launches Repair Fund  
 

Jess could not resist looking again at the other side and taking another look at the sad 

man’s face. 
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  St Mary’s Church Launches Repair Fund 
 

Checking again and again the message was the same both sides and the bruised, lost, 

sad looking man was just not there.  

Jess shivered: it was cold but it wasn’t only that. Some really odd things were 

happening and there could be nothing odder that the situation she was in. She didn’t feel 

exactly tired but she did have a sort of heavy feeling and she felt the need to sit down, to 

think. By now she was well along the high street and, by chance, just ahead of her was a 

church tower which seemed a good landmark to head for.  

High Street became Church Street and there was the church, a rather ugly, box-shaped, 

red brick building, not unlike some of the churches near home and not the sort of pretty sea-

side church you might expect. A blackboard propped against the wall near the door 

welcomed visitors to St Mary’s and offered teas and coffees. That had a real appeal to Jess 

right now and she lifted the metal latch, its echo still bouncing around the church when she 

stepped through the heavy wooden door. 

Inside it felt warmer than she expected and, given the ugly exterior, Jess was struck by 

how welcoming it felt. Beautiful flower arrangements adorned the area near the altar and 

there was a pervading glow of gold and yellow. But what made Jess almost gasp was the 

effect of the light streaming through the stained-glass windows. The pillars, the flag-stone 

floor, the wicker and wooden chairs were splashed with completely random colours. It looked 

like an explosion of fireworks, or perhaps a child carrying a tray of powder paints had tripped 

and scattered them everywhere. Jess had been to churches a few times before but she had 

never been caught quite like this: she had never felt this feeling of warmth and safety. 
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The Menu 
 

“Hello dear.” 

The gentle voice came from her left and Jess turned her gaze to a lady standing behind 

a trestle table near the displays and shelves of books. She was in a flowery patterned apron 

and in front of her was an urn (much like the ones at Grimley, Jess was strangely happy to 

note) and a jumble of cups and saucers, none of which appeared to match.  

“Would you like a cup of tea? Coffee? A piece of cake?” 

“Yes please. Tea please.” 

The woman dropped a tea bag into a cup decorated with roses and, remarkably, found a 

saucer to match. As she made the tea she began to chatter. 

“Not seen you before,” she began, clearly not expecting a reply. “Takes you by 

surprise, doesn’t it? It’s not your nicest looking place outside is it, and it needs a lot of work 

doing to it. But it can look lovely inside, especially when the sun shines. Are you local or 

visiting? On a school trip? We don’t get many of those to Littlehampton.” She chuckled. 

“They all go to Brighton.” She took a breath: “Would you like a piece of cake? I made this 

sponge this morning, so I know it’s fresh.” 

Her voice was warm and jolly. Untroubled and gentle. It sounded as welcoming as the 

hot tea and the soft sponge cake she was slicing. Jess realised she hadn’t said much herself 

and hadn’t even accepted the offer of the cake, but it was just what she wanted; just what she 

needed. The woman carried the tea and cake to a little plastic-cloth covered table and set 

them on it. Jess sat down, took a sip of the steaming tea and a bite of cake.  

On the table was a card that looked like a menu, or perhaps it was the times of the 

church services. Either way Jess had no need to look at it. But someone, something, pushed 

her arm, at the elbow, towards it. She glanced behind her: the woman was back behind the 

trestle table and there was no one else in the church but there was no resisting the pressure on 

her arm and she picked the card up. It was headed ‘Prayer List’. At the top of the list of 

names was a request for prayers to be said for “The man in hospital who has lost his 

memory”.  

“Sad, isn’t it?” The woman’s gentle voice broke into Jess’s thoughts. “Fancy not 

knowing who you are and what’s happened to you. They think he might be from round here 

but seems he can’t remember who he is. Friend of mine works at the hospital and says he’s 

okay otherwise, just bumps and bruises, but the bang to his head’s made him lose his 

memory. Probably come back gradually.” 

Jess recalled the photograph of the man on the newsagent’s board and could not shake 

the feeling that the face was vaguely familiar. 

“I wonder if the hospital’s far from here.” Jess had meant only to think this but it turned 

out that she had thought it aloud. 

“Not far, dear. Ten-minute walk perhaps. They’re pulling it down soon. Don’t know 

what we’ll do then. Have to go to Brighton I expect. That’s all very well if you’ve got a car 

but the traffic’s a nightmare in the summer. It’s all very well for those people in London to 

decide for us. Perhaps it’s not them, but I don’t think it’s people who live here making the 

decision. If it was me….” 
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“Thanks for the tea.” Jess hadn’t heard a word the woman was saying. She wasn’t even 

really aware that she was interrupting her, something she wouldn’t normally do. She didn’t 

mean to be rude but her mind was elsewhere, though where she couldn’t tell. 

“That’s all right, dear. Bye bye. Good luck.” 

It wasn’t until Jess was out the door that she registered the “Good luck” after the 

farewell and, as she walked down the church path to the gate, she tried to think why the 

woman might have said it. Once outside the gate she looked left and right and, knowing that 

left took her back to the station, she turned right. She lifted her jacket collar up, thrust her 

hands into the pockets and set off.  

It was at the very same moment that Jess realised she hadn’t paid for the tea and cake 

that the lady in the church found a two-pound coin on the table where Jess had been sitting 

and wondered what on earth it could possibly be. It had the Queen’s head on it but she’d 

never seen a coin like that before. 

Each time Jess came to a junction she felt the most gentle pressure on her shoulders, 

guiding her this way or that. The feeling of the invisible contact no longer surprised her, and 

that surprised her.  

It was getting colder and Jess shrugged into her jacket as much as she could, head 

down, walking in a way somewhere between lost and certain. How long she had been 

walking she couldn’t tell but for some reason she stopped, raised her eyes and there in front 

of her was Littlehampton Hospital. Now what? She stood gazing at the building without a 

notion of why she was there and feeling suddenly very lost and alone, for the first time that 

day. She wished she’d stayed in the warmth of the church longer. Maybe she wished she’d 

never set off from Grimley.  

The shove in her back was possibly the harshest prod, push or steer she had felt yet and 

she almost stumbled forward towards the hospital entrance. She pushed on the heavy glass 

doors and once again found herself inside somewhere warm. Unlike the church, though, 

whose warmth was fresh and glowing, this warmth was almost suffocating and heavy with 

the smell of disinfectant.  

Another woman was behind a table but this one had only her head visible above a wall 

of wood and she spoke without lifting her eyes from the computer screen in front of her. 

“Yes?” 

Jess took one hand out of her jacket pocket to discover a piece of paper crumpled in her 

fingers. She opened her hand to find The Gazette piece about the hit and run victim torn out 

of the newspaper. She passed it over the counter and the woman looked at it and, for the first 

time, looked up at Jess. 

“Yes?” 

“Can I see this man, please?” 

“Are you a relative?” 

“No. But I think I might know who he is.” 

“Take a seat. I’ll get someone.” The woman disappeared into the office behind the 

desk. 

Jess really had nothing to say to anyone. She had no reason to think she knew this man 

and had no idea why she had said that. She didn’t even have an explanation for being there at 

all, so she knew she would be told to leave. She turned back towards the door to save them all 

the bother when she heard an alarm and a red light flashed outside one of the cubicles along 

the corridor to her left. Nurses hurried to respond and Jess found herself wandering in the 

same direction. She passed the cubicle where the nurses had headed and through some swing 

doors at the end. She was in a ward. Some patients sat up in bed, reading, others lay sleeping, 

mouths open, snoring gently.  

Though she was sure she was standing quite still, Jess had the sensation that either she 

or the room was slowly spinning. Everything became blurred and felt a little like being on the 
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roundabout she so hated. Fortunately it did not last long and when it stopped she found 

herself looking at a cubicle surrounded by curtains. The air remained heavy and still but as 

she stood looking the curtains billowed. Jess stood back, waiting for the barrage of questions 

when the nurse or doctor or whoever emerged. But no one appeared and the curtains settled 

only to flap again and part slightly to offer a glimpse of a man lying in the bed, eyes open, 

staring at the ceiling. 

Jess ventured forward and slid between the gap in the curtains. She saw his face clearly 

when he turned his gaze from the ceiling to her and there was no doubt that this was the man 

in the paper: the faintest smile flitted across his lips. Jess smiled back, gave a hesitant wave 

with her fingers and whispered, “Hi.” His lips moved again but no words came and he turned 

the hand nearest to Jess, palm up. Jess looked round, certain he must be reaching for someone 

behind her, but she was definitely alone. She looked down at what she was wearing to check 

that he couldn’t possibly mistake her for a nurse. Puffer jacket, skinny jeans, canvas trainers 

and a beanie were not the usual uniform for nurses, and never had been to her knowledge. 

She felt another gentle push in her back and she shuffled forward and took the man’s hand in 

hers.  

He spoke but so quietly she could not hear and she bent forward, her ear towards his 

mouth. “The baby,” he whispered. “I came to find my baby.” 
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The Folder of Notes 

 
Just as she was about to ask him to explain, the metal curtain rings rattled along their 

rails and the nylon fabric crackled open to reveal a starchily uniformed nurse and a casually 

dressed man stepping into the cubicle. The nurse opened her mouth, surely to ask who on 

earth Jess was and what she thought she was doing there, but the man beat her to it. He was 

black and dressed not unlike Jess with slim jeans, a chunky woollen jacket and canvas 

trainers. His hair was in dreadlocks, tied into a ponytail which rested on his shoulders. His 

eyes sparkled and his smile was friendly. He spoke to the man in the bed.  

“Hi. Just come to see how you are and see if I can help at all. I’m Malcolm, Social 

Services.”  

Then he turned to Jess: “Hello there. Do you know the patient?”  

“Sort of,” was the best Jess could do. “He’s come to find his baby,” she ventured. 

“Yeah? What makes you say that?” 

“He just told me.” 

“Is that right?” He sounded dubious and showed it by his simultaneously down-turned 

mouth and raised eyebrows but he turned to the man in the bed and repeated the question. “Is 

that right?”  

It seemed the patient was now sleeping and he gave no reply. 

The nurse gently moved Jess aside, took the man’s wrist in one hand and with the other 

tilted the watch pinned to her uniform like a brooch upwards. While she silently counted 

Malcolm beckoned Jess to step outside the curtains with him. She knew there was no 

explanation for her being there that would sound anything but crazy so, to avoid questions, 

she babbled about reading the newspaper story, deciding she had to come and visit, and 

repeating what the man had whispered to her just before he and the nurse had arrived. Jess 

was invited to sit and the Social Worker also sat with one chair between them. He placed a 

folder onto the empty chair, opened it and took some papers and a note pad from it. He drew 

a ball-point pen from his pocket and looked up at Jess. Here it comes, she thought: awkward 

questions that she simply could not answer. 

“What our friend said to you is interesting. It’s really odd actually: we’ve been trying to 

trace the father of a little fella that we had to place in a children’s home miles away – we’d 

got no places here. We’ve be trying to help his Mum for ages but the other night she left him 

here at the hospital with a note saying she couldn’t manage on her own anymore and she was 

off. She’d talked about the father, said she’d tried to get in touch with him but wouldn’t tell 

us who he was. Seems he didn’t even know he had a son till recently.” 

Jess could not fathom why he was telling her all this.  

“Could it be him?” was a pretty feeble response but she couldn’t think of anything 

better to say. 

“Who knows? But even if it is, it would be for him and him alone to decide if he wants 

anything to do with the baby. Anyway, it seems a bit too much of a coincidence to me. You 

got any idea why he told you he was looking for his baby? The nurse tells me he hasn’t said 

anything before. Nothing since he came in.” 
“No idea,” Jess replied. “What happened to him?” 

“Oh, total accident. They guess he stepped off the pavement and got knocked down.  

Banged his head on the kerb it seems and lost his memory. They think it will come back in 
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time.” He looked at his watch and turned to the closed curtains of the cubicle. “You stop here 

a sec, I’ll go and see if he’s woken and how the nurse thinks he is. Might be worth me asking 

him now he’s said something to you.” 

In two or three strides Malcolm – one of the nicest Social Workers Jess had come 

across and she’d met quite a few in her time it must be said – was the other side of the 

curtains again. Jess looked down at the open file he had left on the chair. There was nothing 

much to see really, just scraps of paper with scribbled notes on.  But one jotting caught her 
eye, and what she read made her stomach flip and a hot cold shiver ripple through her. 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The ball-point pen Malcolm had left on the folder began to roll and dropped to the 

floor. Jess picked it up and turned the piece of paper towards her. If anyone had ever asked 

her afterwards why she did what she did next she wouldn’t have been able to explain. She 

really didn’t know why she wrote what she wrote. It just seemed right. Helpful. And yet, at 

the same time, she felt in a totally selfish way that she was going to regret writing it. But 

write it she did, as neatly as she could:  

 
  Grimley House 
 

Though she knew she shouldn’t she took the piece of paper and slipped it into her 

pocket, closed the folder and waited for Malcolm or the nurse, or hopefully both to reappear. 

When they did Jess got to her feet, certain of what she needed to do but not sure how it could 

happen. 

“He’d like to thank you for visiting but you must go straight after,” the nurse explained.  

Jess went into the cubicle again and smiled at the man as he smiled at her. Once again 

he held his hand open and this time Jess took the piece of paper from her pocket and put it in 

his hand.  

“Bye,” she said. “Good luck.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

10/02/2005 

Infant care placement – abandoned three-year-old 

    

Mother current client - 

father unknown 

    

South London children’s home 
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The Card 

 
Jess turned, rushed through the curtain gap, past the nurse and the Social Worker 

talking together, along the corridor, out through the automatic doors and into the cold, dark 

outside. She jog-walked back towards the station, weirdly certain of the direction she needed 

to take and, as she neared the entrance, she began to search her pockets for the return ticket. It 

was with something close to fear that she recalled it had not emerged from the station barrier 

that morning, or afternoon, or whenever it was.  

But as her hand emerged from the back pocket of her jeans it had in it a ticket for 

Waterloo. The 16.35 from Littlehampton.  

The train was at the platform when she got there and, seconds after she had taken her 

seat, the doors banged shut. 

Jess could hardly put one foot in front of the other as she stumbled up the steps to 

Grimley’s familiar, imposing front door. She knew it would be locked now: it must be so late 

but quite how late she had no way of knowing – time had gone backwards and forwards all 

day and she was completely confused. Dark, light, dark. She braced herself for the grilling, 

the telling-off and the grounding that was coming and reached up to the bell.  

Just as she went to press it, she noticed the crack of light round the door was much 

more than it would be if the door was shut and locked. She pushed and the door opened. The 

warmth was the first thing to hit her, like the most perfect woollen blanket being wrapped 

round her. She had a yearning to just lie down and lose herself in its comfort but she had to 

find Danny.  

There was so much noise. She peered into the dining room to find it alive with chatter 

and laughter, clattering cutlery and rattling crockery. Surely it was too late for dinner: they 

should all be in bed asleep.  

“Hi Jess. You want to sit here?” It was Seb and she was strangely pleased to see him.  

“Where’s Danny, Seb?” 

“Who?” 

“Danny. Danny!” 

“Don’t think there is a Danny, Jess. I’ve kept you a place.” 

Jess scanned the room and became aware that there were tears welling in her eyes. She 

had to blink to clear them and great pearls of sadness fell down her cheeks. Somehow, deep 

inside her she began to know.  

“Come and get your dinner Jess.” Clare, one of Jess’s favourite carers, breezed past her 

with a steaming bowl of vegetables in each hand. 

“Where’s Danny, Clare?” 

“Who?” Clare replied without checking her stride towards the waiting hungry kids. 

“Danny. Scatty Danny.”  

With the dishes delivered Clare came back to Jess as she still stood in the doorway. 

“Goodness, I do remember a Danny years ago. He left long before you came, though. I 

don’t know that he was scatty: he was too little to know but it wouldn’t surprise me if that’s 

how he turned out.  He wasn’t here very long but he was so cute.” 
“How old was he?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. He was only a toddler. About two, three I’d say. His Dad came.” 

“I know,” muttered Jess and Clare continued, not hearing. 
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“I can’t remember the details but I think he’d been in some sort of accident and lost his 

memory or something. Anyway, he came and got Danny and took him home. Somewhere 

near the seaside I think it was.” 

“I know,” Jess repeated. 

“You know? How d’you mean you know?”  

“Oh nothing.” Jess could feel her eyes welling up again. 

“You all right, Jess?” asked Clare. “Why don’t you go in and have your dinner. You 

missed tea I gather.” 

“No, I’ll just go up. I’m dead tired.” 

Jess found it really hard to climb the stairs but reached her room, glad that she had it to 

herself at the moment – at least she had when she left that morning or evening or whenever it 

was. She flopped onto the bed without bothering to take her jacket off and as she turned her 

head she noticed an open greetings card on the bedside.  
 

    Thank You 
 

She opened it and read the message inside, written in the same neat handwriting that 

was on that first envelope. 

 

  So you dared and I guess in some ways you  

wished you hadn’t. But I’m glad you did and I  

hope, in your heart, you’re glad you did too. 

 


