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1


The news that a young girl is missing is likely to penetrate the armour of the most hard-bitten policeman, and Thanet was anything but that. The telephone receiver was suddenly slippery in his hand.


‘How old?’


‘Fifteen.’


‘And how long missing?’


‘Since Friday morning.’ Lineham’s voice was heavy with pessimism.


‘Friday morning! But that’s nearly three days ago! What the hell were the parents thinking of, not to have reported it till now?’


‘It’s a bit complicated, sir. The father says . . .’


‘Save it. I’ll be in as soon as I can.’


Thanet glanced down at his stained knees, grubby shorts and grimy hands. He would have to make time for a quick shower. Taking the stairs two at a time he wondered why he was bothering to hurry. If the parents hadn’t reported the disappearance for three days . . .


There could be a good reason, of course. They could have believed her to be spending the holiday weekend with a friend. She might even have gone off of her own free will. Fifteen was an especially vulnerable age, a peak time for traumatic rows at home . . . Nevertheless he was showered and dressed in less than ten minutes, slowing his pace only to peep in at Bridget and Ben, sound asleep with the bedclothes thrown back against the stifling warmth of one of the hottest Spring Bank Holiday Mondays on record.


Over the weekend all England had sweated and sweltered in the unseasonable heat. Motorists had taken to the road in record numbers, the sea exerting on them a magnetic pull which they were powerless to resist. As temperature and humidity soared hundreds of thousands of families had fretted and fumed away their precious holiday hours in traffic jams, trapped in their little metal boxes.


Thanet had had more sense. He and his mother-in-law had decided to pack the children into the car and spend the half-term holiday at her cottage in the country, trying to restore the garden to some sort of order. It wasn’t the way Thanet would have chosen to spend one of his rare long weekends off, but he had felt that it was the least he could do. For the last two years, while Joan had been away at college completing her training as a Probation Officer, Mrs Bolton had been looking after the children and running the house for Thanet. Very few women, he felt, would have been prepared to give up home and freedom as she had, and he still felt grateful to her for the sacrifice. In just under three weeks Joan would be home for good, thank God, and it was time to start thinking of ways to help his mother-in-law to take up the reins of her own life again. The cottage was only ten miles away from Sturrenden, the busy country town in Kent where Thanet lived and worked, and after the weekend Mrs Bolton and the children could stay on for the remainder of the week’s holiday while Thanet drove in daily to the office. But now it looked as though his time off was about to be curtailed.


He hurried out to the tiny, brick-paved terrace behind the house where the mingled scents of lilac and orange blossom, overlaid by the pungent odour of broom, hung heavy in the gathering dusk. Not a leaf stirred. The air was as suffocatingly hot and humid as if the entire garden were encased in a plastic dome.


Margaret Bolton was sitting limply in a deck chair, eyes closed, empty glass dangling from one hand. In repose she looked almost young again, the lines around eyes and mouth smoothed away, the fading light kind to the grey in the fair, curly hair so like her daughter’s. For a fleeting moment it almost seemed to Thanet that he was looking at Joan herself twenty years hence, and briefly the sense of mortality ever-present in his working life spilled over into his private world, laying a cold hand upon his heart. He experienced a sudden and intense longing for Joan’s warm, living presence. Then Mrs Bolton opened her eyes, blinked at the transformation in his appearance, and normality was re-established.


‘Work?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


She made to rise. ‘I’ll make you a sandwich.’


‘No.’ Gently, he pushed her back. ‘I’ll pick up something later. I’m not hungry anyway, it’s too hot. Let me get you another drink before I go.’


‘I don’t want one, thank you. Honestly.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘I hope you’re not too tired to feel fit for work.’


‘Not at all. It’s been a pleasant change, to do something physical.’ And it was true, he didn’t feel in the least bit tired, despite the nagging ache in that troublesome back of his. A quarter of an hour ago he’d felt as exhausted as his mother-in-law now looked, but the adrenalin coursing through his veins since Lineham’s call had miraculously restored him. He was impatient to be gone.


In a few moments he was on his way, winding along through country lanes adrift with the white froth of Queen Anne’s lace and heady with the sweet, green scent of early summer. Already he had relinquished the tranquillity of the cottage, the sleeping children, and was keyed up to meet the challenge ahead.


Detective Sergeant Lineham was waiting for him in the reception area and hurried forward to give him a précis of the facts.


Thanet listened intently. ‘Where is he?’


‘In interview room three. PC Dennison is with him.’


‘What did you say his name was?’


‘Pritchard.’


As they entered the room Thanet experienced a fleeting reaction of surprise at the embarrassment on the young constable’s face before understanding the reason for it: Mr Pritchard was kneeling on the floor, elbows on the seat of one of the chairs, forehead resting on clenched hands.


He was praying.


Thanet and Lineham exchanged a quick glance of uncomfortable astonishment. Never, in all his years in the force, could Thanet remember such a situation arising before. No wonder PC Dennison had been nonplussed. Dismissing the constable with a smile and a nod Thanet advanced into the room.


Clearly, Pritchard hadn’t heard them arrive. The intensity of his concentration was such that it seemed to emanate from him in waves, etching upon Thanet’s mind a black and white image of near-photographic clarity: dark suit, shiny across the seat, with black mourning band stitched around one sleeve; white shirt, black hair divided by the white line of a centre parting so straight that it might have been drawn by a ruler.


Thanet hesitated. It seemed almost blasphemous to trespass upon such pious concentration. Then, telling himself that even at this late stage further delay could be a threat to the girl’s safety, he laid one hand gently on Pritchard’s shoulder and softly spoke his name.


Pritchard’s eyelids snapped open in shock and he twisted his head to look up at Thanet. His eyes were very dark, almost as black as his hair and full of an agonised resignation. Slowly, he stood up, unfolding his long, thin body with the jerky, uncoordinated movements of a marionette.


Thanet found himself apologising. ‘Sorry to disturb you, Mr Pritchard, but we have to talk.’ He introduced himself.


Pritchard hesitated. ‘I’ve been wondering if I was too precipitate. Perhaps I shouldn’t have come.’


Thanet frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I’ve been thinking it over. I’m afraid I panicked. I should have had more faith.’


‘Faith?’


‘We are all in God’s hands, Inspector. And we have to trust in Him. I can’t really believe that He would have let anything bad happen to Charity . . . I’m sorry to have wasted your time.’ He gave a curious little half-bow and began to move towards the door.


Thanet couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘Mr Pritchard. Please . . . Wait a moment.’


Pritchard paused and, with one hand on the door-knob, half-turned, eyebrows raised in polite enquiry.


Thanet moved a little closer to him. ‘Let me make sure I understand you. You mean, you don’t want us to make any attempt to find your daughter?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Perhaps you’ve realised where she must be?’


Pritchard shook his head. ‘No. But I do believe that where-ever she is, she must be safe in God’s care.’


It was incredible. The man really was prepared to let the matter rest there. Some might find such faith moving; Thanet, well-versed in man’s inhumanity to man, thought it foolhardy to the point of insanity. Deliberately, he kept his voice low, his tone reasonable. ‘Then don’t you think it might be sensible to try to find her? Let’s just sit down for a moment and discuss the matter.’


‘There’s nothing to discuss. I told you, God is sure to be watching over her.’


He was opening the door now and with a flash of combined inspiration and desperation Thanet said softly, ‘Even God has to work sometimes through a human agency, Mr Pritchard. Are you perhaps in danger of overlooking the possibility that He might have sent you here, to us?’


Pritchard hesitated. The dark eyes clouded and then bored into Thanet’s as if trying to test the validity of his suggestion.


Thanet waited. The little room was stifling and he was conscious of the prick of sweat down his back and under his armpits.


Pritchard closed his eyes and remained motionless. A minute passed, then two. Thanet and Lineham exchanged anxious glances. Outside in the corridor there was a brief buzz of conversation, then a door closed, cutting it off. As if this were a signal, Pritchard relaxed a little, sighed, opened his eyes.


‘You could be right, I suppose.’ But still he hesitated a moment longer before moving back to the table. ‘Very well,’ he said. And sat down.


Relieved, Thanet slipped off his jacket and hung it over the back of his chair before seating himself. He glanced at Lineham. The sergeant was ready. Careful now, Thanet told himself. This one will have to be handled with kid gloves.


‘Sergeant Lineham here has given me the facts, very briefly, but I’d be grateful if you could go over them again for me in a little more detail.’ Then, as Pritchard hesitated, ‘As I understand it, your daughter was supposed to be spending the weekend in Dorset, with a friend.’


‘Yes. They were going to one of the Jerusalem Holiday Homes. They were supposed to leave on Friday morning and get back tonight. They’ve been there before together, at Easter, and it all went off very smoothly, so there was no reason to think it wouldn’t this time.’


‘Let’s take it a step at a time. What time did Charity leave the house on Friday morning?’


‘About nine thirty, according to my wife. I was at work by then, of course.’


Little by little the tangled tale was unravelled. Charity and her friend Veronica Hodges had planned to go to Dorset by train, catching the ten twenty-three to Victoria. Charity was to call at Veronica’s house to pick her up on the way to the station. She found, however, that Veronica was unfit to travel, having woken up that morning with a high temperature.


‘Didn’t Mrs Hodges try to contact you, to let you know Veronica wouldn’t be able to go?’


‘Neither of us is on the phone.’


‘I see. Go on.’


According to Mrs Hodges, Charity had taken the disappointment calmly and after spending a few minutes with her friend, had left. Knowing that the Pritchards would never have allowed Charity to travel alone and that the Holiday Home in any case insisted that girls under eighteen should travel in pairs, Mrs Hodges had assumed that Charity had returned home.


‘But she didn’t?’


‘Not as far as we know.’ Pritchard took an immaculately folded clean white handkerchief from his pocket and mopped at the sheen of sweat on his forehead.


‘Why don’t you take your jacket off, Mr Pritchard? It’s like an oven in here.’


Pritchard shook his head, a sharp, involuntary movement, as if the idea offended him.


As well it might, Thanet thought. The man was so stiff, unbending, that it was difficult to imagine him ever relaxing in shirt sleeves.


Pritchard put the handkerchief back into his pocket.


‘Soon after I got to work that morning, at about half past nine, I suppose, I had a phone call from my wife’s sister in Birmingham. My mother-in-law had had a severe heart attack during the night and her condition was critical. I spoke to my employer and he told me to take the rest of the day off.’


Pritchard, who worked as storeman in a wholesale stationery firm, had gone home to break the news of her mother’s illness to his wife. By the time they had packed and given their next-door neighbour the Birmingham address where they could be contacted in case of emergency, it was too late for them to catch the same London train as the girls and they decided to leave a note on the kitchen table for Charity, in case she arrived back before they did. She had her own key and would be able to let herself in. They had expected that one or both of them would be back in time for her return this evening, but after lingering on over the weekend the old lady had died this morning and, wanting to stay on for the funeral, Mr Pritchard had rung the Holiday Home to inform Charity of her grandmother’s death and to suggest that she stay at Veronica’s house for a day or two, until her parents returned home.


It had been a shock to learn that neither Charity nor Veronica had turned up, Mrs Hodges having rung the Home from a phone-box on Friday morning to tell the Principal of Veronica’s illness.


‘Was your daughter mentioned?’


‘Only in passing, apparently. It was taken for granted that she wouldn’t be going. As I said, they’re very strict about girls travelling in pairs. When you book, the parents have to sign a form, saying they won’t allow their daughters to travel alone. Mrs Hodges rang them quite early in the morning, and at that point even my wife and I didn’t know we were going to be called away.’


‘Didn’t you think to let Mrs Hodges know, when you decided to go to Birmingham to see your mother-in-law?’


Pritchard dropped his face into his hands, and groaned. ‘If only I had. Looking back now, it was irresponsible — wickedly irresponsible, not to have been in touch with her before leaving. But it was all such a rush — so much to do, so many things to think of . . . We did leave a note next door, of course, I told you . . . And then we knew that Mrs Hodges was here in Sturrenden in case of emergency . . . But you’re right, of course you are. We should have thought . . .’


‘Or if Mrs Hodges had let you know that Veronica was ill . . .’


Pritchard’s shoulders stiffened. ‘That’s right.’ He raised his head and stared at Thanet, eyes glittering. ‘She should have, shouldn’t she? If she had, Charity would simply have come with us, and we wouldn’t be in this position now.’


Thanet was sorry he’d made the suggestion. Wanting to alleviate Pritchard’s sense of guilt by showing him that the responsibility had not been his alone, he had merely succeeded in giving the man a grievance which could distract him from the task in hand.


‘We mustn’t digress,’ he said firmly. ‘Can we go back to this morning, and your phone call to the Home, from Birmingham? When the Principal told you that neither of the girls had been able to go because of Veronica’s illness, what did you think had happened to Charity?’


‘I assumed she’d gone home and found our note. We thought that, knowing how worried her mother would be about her grandmother, she’d hesitated to add to the burden by telling her that the holiday arrangements had fallen through.’


‘So at that stage you weren’t really too worried?’


‘Well, we were very upset to think she’d been alone in the house all over the weekend, of course. She is only fifteen, after all . . .’


‘So what did you decide to do?’


‘As there was no way of getting in touch with Charity, we thought I’d better come straight home and go up to Birmingham for the day on Friday, for the funeral.’


‘You didn’t think of contacting Charity through us?’


‘Through you?’ Pritchard looked at Thanet as though he had suggested communicating through a creature from an alien planet.


‘Well, we do often help members of the public out, in that sort of situation.’


Pritchard shook his head. ‘It would never have occurred to me.’


‘So you came back to Sturrenden and went home, expecting to find Charity there.’


‘Yes.’ Pritchard wiped his forehead again, then transferred the handkerchief from his right hand to his left and began to pluck agitatedly at one corner with long, bony fingers. No doubt he was reliving the shock he had experienced upon finding the house empty.


‘Was there any sign that she had been there at any time over the weekend?’


‘No. The house was exactly as we’d left it, so far as I could see.’


‘No indication that she’d eaten, drunk anything?’


Pritchard put his hand up to his head, began to massage one temple. ‘No . . . I don’t know . . . I didn’t think to look in the larder.’


‘Or in the fridge?’


‘We haven’t got a refrigerator.’ Then, wearily, as if explaining something he had attempted to explain many times before, ‘We of the Children live very simply, Inspector, in a way which you would no doubt find incomprehensible.’


‘The Children?’


‘The Children of Jerusalem.’ Even now, in the midst of his anxiety over his daughter, the dark eyes suddenly burned with religious fervour. ‘The true Church of God. We believe . . .’


From what Thanet had seen of the man he guessed that once Pritchard was side-tracked on to the question of religion he would be as difficult to stop as a runaway steamroller. Quickly, he intervened. ‘I see.’ He remembered what Lineham had told him. ‘So that was when you decided to go and see if she’d spent the weekend with the Hodges?’


Pritchard blinked. It was as if a switch had been clicked off in his head and there was a pause before he said, ‘Yes.’


‘You said just now that before Charity left the Hodges’ on Friday morning she spent a few minutes alone with Veronica. Did she give Veronica any hint of what she was going to do now that their holiday was cancelled?’


‘I don’t think she could have, or Mrs Hodges would have mentioned it. In any case, at that point Charity didn’t know that we were going to be away. Otherwise she’d have told Mrs Hodges, I’m sure, and Mrs Hodges would probably have suggested she stay there for the weekend.’


‘You didn’t actually speak to Veronica herself?’


‘No.’


‘And then?’


‘I came here. I told you, I panicked.’


‘Understandably, I think.’


Pritchard frowned. ‘As I said, we must trust in God at all times, Inspector. I have to believe that He is watching over her.’


Despite his words Pritchard gave Thanet a beseeching look and Thanet sensed his desperate need for reassurance. But what reassurance could he possibly give?


‘Can you think of any other friends with whom Charity might have spent the weekend?’


‘She didn’t have any other friends.’


Thanet bit back the questions which rushed into his mind concerning the girl’s classmates, clubs, leisure activities. Time for all that later, when it was certain that they were necessary.


Pritchard dropped his head into his hands and groaned. ‘I just can’t think where she might be.’


Thanet stood up and Pritchard raised his head as the chair scraped the floor. His face was bone-white, the skin stretched taut, his eyes tormented.


‘What are you going to do, Inspector?’


‘First we’ll go to your house, to check that she really hasn’t been back at all over the weekend. Then we’ll go and talk to Veronica. After that, well, we’ll see.’


As they ushered Pritchard down the stairs and into the car Thanet fervently hoped that after that they wouldn’t be launching into a full-scale murder hunt.




2


It took them only ten minutes or so to reach Town Road, where the Pritchards lived; had it not been for the one-way system they could have done it in five. Sturrenden lies deep in the Kent countryside. It is a busy market town of some 45,000 inhabitants, the centre of a complex web of country lanes and scattered villages. The new traffic system has alleviated daytime congestion of the town centre, but older inhabitants still find it infuriating. Thanet’s attitude was ambivalent: the policeman in him appreciated its benefits but the private citizen resented having to take twice as long to reach his destination, especially on occasions like tonight, when the streets were deserted and he was in a hurry.


Town Road was a long, narrow street of yellow-brick Victorian terraced houses with square-bayed windows upstairs and down. Cars were tightly packed along the kerbs on both sides of the road and Lineham was forced to park some little distance away from number 32.


All along the street light spilled into narrow front gardens from uncurtained windows, but the Pritchards’ house was in darkness and Thanet and Lineham had to wait for a few moments while Pritchard fumbled with his keys. They followed him into a narrow passage and he switched on the light, an unshaded low-wattage bulb whose sickly glare revealed worn linoleum and bare walls.


‘You take upstairs,’ Thanet murmured, and Lineham obediently moved towards the staircase at the far end of the passage.


Thanet asked to see the kitchen first and looked around him with disbelief. How many kitchens like this still existed? he asked himself. It was as though he had stepped back fifty years. Mrs Pritchard still cooked at an old kitchen range. The fire was out and there was a reek of stale soot. A battered aluminium kettle stood on the hob above the side oven. There was a shallow stone sink with a single tap, an upturned white enamelled bowl inverted on the wooden draining board, a narow wooden table, its top bleached ivory with much scrubbing and a storage cupboard beside it, painted brown. There was a rag rug on the floor in front of the hearth and a wooden armchair into which Pritchard subsided with a groan.


‘Go ahead, Inspector. Do whatever it is you want to do.’


It certainly didn’t look as though Charity had been back here, Thanet thought as he checked. The sink, the bowl, the dishcloth and tea-towels were bone-dry, the cast-iron range stone-cold. The larder was as spotlessly clean as the kitchen, despite the faint, sour smell of stale cheese. There was no bread, no butter, no milk. They had taken all three with them, said Pritchard, when they left for Birmingham. Thanet guessed that it would have seemed sinful to throw good food away.


Pritchard seemed to have sunk into a kind of stupor and Thanet went alone to take a quick look at the front room. People’s homes, Thanet believed, were highly revealing. A man’s sitting room is an expression of his personality — his choice of colour and patterns, his furniture, his objets d’art, his books, his records, all are evidence not only of his tastes but of his attitudes and habits.


What he saw here appalled him. Apart from a three-piece suite upholstered in slippery brown rexine and a heavy upright piano standing against one wall, the room was bare of furniture. The only ornament was a wooden clock placed dead in the centre of the mantelpiece, the only concession to comfort a small beige rug in front of the empty Victorian basket grate, the only wall decoration a religious text in a narrow black frame. Thou, God, Seest Me, it proclaimed in curly black letters on a white ground.


Thanet shivered. It was as if he had been vouchsafed a glimpse of the poverty of Pritchard’s soul, of the barren rigidity of his outlook. What could Charity be like, he wondered, raised in an atmosphere such as this. Yet there was a piano. He crossed to glance at the neat stack of sheet music on top. The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music, he read. Grade VII (Advanced). So Charity at least had music to enrich her bleak existence.


He heard Lineham coming down the stairs and went out into the hall to meet him.


‘Anything up there?’


‘Nothing. No sign of a suitcase in her room. Everything neat and tidy.’ Lineham grimaced. ‘The whole place gives me the creeps.’


‘I know what you mean. What about the bathroom?’


Lineham raised a quizzical eyebrow. ‘What bathroom?’


‘No bathroom . . . Can’t say I’m surprised, after what I’ve seen down here.’


‘Nothing downstairs either?’


‘No trace of her. We’d better get over to the Hodges’. I’ll just have a word with Pritchard first.’


In the kitchen Pritchard was just as Thanet had left him, motionless in the armchair, hands on knees, head bowed, staring at the floor.


‘We’re just going over to see Mrs Hodges now, Mr Pritchard, and then we’ll come back here. Are you all right?’


Pritchard raised dazed eyes and Thanet could see the effort the man made to concentrate on what Thanet was saying.


‘Are you all right?’ Thanet repeated.


‘Yes. Yes, I’m fine, thank you.’


‘I’d like you to stay here in case Charity comes home while we’re gone. But there’s something I want you to do, while you’re waiting.’


‘Yes?’ A spark of interest, now.


‘I’d like you to write down the names of all the people with whom Charity could conceivably have spent the weekend. Family, friends, acquaintances, school friends, church members, anyone at all who is even a remote possibility. Could you do that?’


Pritchard pressed thumb and forefinger into his eyes. ‘Yes. Of course.’


‘Have you pencil and paper?’ Thanet wanted Pritchard launched on the task before they left.


‘Pencil and paper,’ Pritchard repeated, looking vaguely around. ‘Let me see.’ He heaved himself out of the chair. ‘Yes. In the table drawer. Here we are.’


They left him to it.


‘Doesn’t look too bright, does it, sir?’ said Lineham when they were in the car.


Thanet shrugged. The interview with Pritchard had alleviated some of his earlier anxiety. ‘We can’t tell, yet. It’s quite possible that after finding out that Veronica couldn’t go to Dorset with her, Charity went home, found the note, thought I’m not spending the weekend in this dump by myself — and who could blame her? — and decided to throw herself on the mercy of one of her school friends.’


‘Why not go back to the Hodges’ and ask if she could stay there?’


‘I don’t know. Perhaps she didn’t like to ask, if Veronica was ill. Anyway, the point is, if she did spend the weekend with a friend, she wouldn’t have felt it necessary to come back until this evening because she knew that her parents wouldn’t be expecting her until then anyway. So she might well yet turn up safe and sound.’


‘True.’


They slowed down to allow an ambulance to overtake them.


‘How’s Louise?’ said Thanet, his memory jogged.


Lineham’s wife was soon due to produce their first child.


‘Oh, fine, thanks. The heat’s getting her down at the moment, of course, and she’ll be glad now when it’s all over.’


‘How much longer is it?’


Lineham sighed. ‘Another four weeks.’


Thanet grinned. ‘Cheer up, Mike. The first time’s the worst. After that it gets easier every time.’


‘Some consolation at this stage!’ Lineham swung the steering wheel. ‘Ah, here we are. Lantern Street.’


More terraced cottages, but smaller and older this time, many of them boarded up or in disrepair. It looked as though the landlord had decided that the site was worth more than the rents.


Number 8, however, presented a brave face to the world. Groups of scarlet tulips glowed like clustered rubies in the dusk and the brass door-knocker shone with much polishing.


The woman who answered the door was short and plump, with fluffy fair hair.


‘Mrs Hodges?’ Thanet introduced himself. ‘It’s about Charity Pritchard.’


‘Oh? What’s the matter? What’s wrong?’


‘I thought you knew. She seems to have disappeared. Mr Pritchard told me he’d been here earlier this evening, that you hadn’t seen her since Friday morning.’


‘Oh yes, but she’s been here herself since then. In fact, she only left about a quarter of an hour ago. She should be home any minute.’


‘I see. Did she say where she’d been?’


‘Staying with a friend, she said. I told her her dad had been round and she looked a bit upset — well she would, wouldn’t she? I expect she’ll be for it when she gets home.’


Had he imagined that there had been a hint of satisfaction in her voice?


‘So,’ said Lineham as they returned to the car. ‘You were right. All a storm in a teacup.’


‘Looks like it.’


‘All that hassle for nothing,’ Lineham grumbled.


‘Let’s just be thankful that it’s turned out the way it has.’


They drove back to Town Street in silence.


Pritchard opened the door to their knock almost at once, as if he had been waiting in the hall and stood back wordlessly for them to enter. In the wan light his face was the colour of old parchment. Clearly, Charity wasn’t home yet.


‘It’s all right, Mr Pritchard,’ Thanet said gently, touching him reassuringly on the arm. ‘Charity is safe.’


‘She’s all right?’ Pritchard closed his eyes, swayed slightly and put one hand against the wall for support. ‘I thought . . . I was afraid . . .’


‘I know.’ Thanet took him by the elbow and eased him along the passage into the kitchen, sat him down in the wooden armchair. ‘But it’s all right. No harm has come to her. She’ll be home any minute now.’


‘God be praised.’ Pritchard hunched forward, dropping his head into his hands.


‘Mrs Hodges said that Charity called in this evening on her way home. She’d spent the weekend with a friend, apparently. We only missed her by fifteen minutes or so. I don’t know how long it takes to walk from the Hodges’ house, but she really should be here at any moment.’


Pritchard said nothing, did not look up, but Thanet could tell that he was listening. His body was tense, his breathing stilled.


‘Would you like us to wait until she gets here?’ Thanet offered. It wasn’t really necessary for him to do so but by now he was rather curious about the girl. And they shouldn’t have to wait long.


For a minute or two Pritchard did not respond. The silence stretched out and Thanet glanced at Lineham, who responded by raising his eyebrows and shrugging. Thanet was even beginning to wonder if Pritchard was so exhausted by the nervous strain of the last few hours that he had dropped off to sleep. Then the man stirred and slowly straightened up, sat back in the chair.


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I’d be grateful if you would.’ His lips barely moved, as if even the effort of talking was too much for him and he had scarcely finished speaking before he closed his eyes and, head lolling back against the chair rail, dozed off.


With one accord Thanet and Lineham quietly left the room and went into the sitting room. It was the first time Lineham had been in here and as he looked around Thanet could see mirrored in his face the same incredulity which Thanet had felt at his first sight of the kitchen.


‘My God,’ said Lineham. ‘Talk about Cosy Corner!’


‘Shh.’ Thanet made sure the door was closed. ‘Not exactly a home from home, I agree.’


They both sat down in the hard, slippery armchairs.


‘How can they stand it?’ said Lineham. ‘The bedrooms are the same, you know — lumpy flock mattresses which look as though they came out of the Ark, rusty bedsprings, bare lino on the floor . . . I just can’t understand people being prepared to live like this.’


‘Perhaps they can’t afford to do otherwise?’


‘Oh come on, sir! It’s not just lack of money I’m talking about, and you know it. It’s the sheer drabness of it all. Just look at it! Anyone can buy a tin of emulsion paint and brighten things up if he wants to.’


‘Then obviously, the Pritchards don’t want to. This, incredible as it may seem to us, must be how they like it.’


‘Like it!’ Lineham’s face was a study in disbelief.


‘From what we’ve seen of Pritchard, I’d guess it’s a question of religious principle. He probably thinks comfort is sinful, an indulgence of the flesh.’


‘Is that what they’re like, these Children of Jerusalem?’


‘I don’t really know. I’m only judging by some of the things he’s said, and by this place.’


‘They meet in that hall in Jubilee Road, don’t they? The one with the green corrugated iron roof?’


‘That’s right.’


‘They can’t exactly be thriving. The place looks as though it’s about to fall down.’


‘They may be going downhill now, but at one time they were a force to be reckoned with in Sturrenden, I believe.’


‘How long have they been around?’


Thanet wrinkled his forehead. ‘I’m not sure exactly. But quite a time. I think I once heard, since the middle of the nineteenth century.’


‘As long as that! And presumably they’re not just a local group, if they still have these holiday homes.’


‘Quite.’ Thanet shifted restlessly, aware that beneath the apparently innocuous surface of this brief conversation there had been a growing undercurrent of unease. He noticed Lineham glance surreptitiously at his watch.


‘Mike, are you thinking what I’m thinking?’


‘It’s twenty past ten,’ said Lineham flatly.


‘And she left the Hodges’ at about nine thirty-five.’


‘Three-quarters of an hour.’


‘For a twenty-minute walk.’


They looked at each other.


‘I don’t believe it,’ said Thanet. ‘Not with two policemen sitting in her own front room, waiting for her.’


‘We’re clucking like a pair of mother hens,’ agreed Lineham.


‘Suffering, no doubt, from residual anxiety.’


They rose in unison.


The brief rest did not appear to have done Pritchard any good. His pallid forehead glistened with sweat in the dim light and his eyes were fixed, staring. The bones of his knuckles shone white through the skin where he gripped the arms of the chair. When he saw Thanet and Lineham he moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue. ‘You said she was all right.’ he said, in a near-whisper. And then, with a suddenness that made them both start, he erupted from the chair. ‘If she’s all right,’ he bellowed, raising clenched fists, ‘where is she? You tell me that!’


It was an effort of will not to flinch from that archetypal figure of despairing wrath.


‘We were about to ask you, Mr Pritchard,’ Thanet said calmly, ‘if there was anywhere she might have stopped off, on the way home.’


The reasonableness of the question and Thanet’s matter-of-fact tone punctured Pritchard’s fear and anger and he seemed to deflate back to normal size. He shook his head in bewilderment. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Which way would she have come?’


Pritchard frowned, his eyes unfocused. He shook his head as if to clear it, put one hand up to his temple. ‘Let me see . . . She’d have turned right out of Mrs Hodges’, then left at the end of Lantern Street into Victoria Road. Then, if she had any sense, she’d have gone to the end of Victoria Road, turned left into St Peter’s Street and left again into Town Road.’


Thus describing a wide semi-circle, Thanet thought. ‘You said, “If she had any sense . . .”’


Pritchard swallowed, as if to control rising nausea. ‘Half way along Victoria Road there’s a short cut. A footpath.’


A footpath. The word conjured up darkness, a narrow, confined space where shadows lurked at every corner. At this juncture the very word had a dangerous ring to it.


‘Where does it come out?’


‘Just along the road from here, about fifty yards away. But surely she wouldn’t have . . . Not at night . . . in the dark . . .’ Fear had dried Pritchard’s throat and tightened his vocal cords. His voice was little more than a gasp, a whisper.


Unless she’d been in a hurry, Thanet thought, anxious to get home quickly and minimise her father’s anger and anxiety. Of course, the opposite could be true. She might have opted for delaying tactics. He repeated his earlier question.


‘I suppose she could have called in at my brother’s,’ said Pritchard, his voice stronger now. ‘He and his wife live in Gate Street. There’s another footpath linking Gate Street and the short cut we were talking about. But I really can’t see why she’d have gone there instead of coming straight home.’


‘What number in Gate Street, sir?’ asked Lineham.


‘Fourteen.’


‘And your brother’s full name?’


‘Jethro Pritchard.’


Lineham took it down.


‘Could you tell us what Charity looks like?’ said Thanet.


‘Looks like . . .’ Pritchard repeated. Once again he shook his head as if to clear it, passed his hand across his eyes as if brushing cobwebs away. ‘She’s . . . not very big. Comes up to here.’ He laid his hand on his chest. ‘She’s got brown hair, light brown. Long. Wears it tied back. Brown eyes . . .’ Pritchard’s lips worked and his face threatened disintegration.


‘All right, sir, that’s enough, I think.’ It would have to do, Thanet thought. With Pritchard in his present state too much time would be wasted trying to obtain either a more detailed description or a photograph. And time might be of the essence. The beat of urgency was back in his brain now, surging through his veins and tingling down into his legs, his feet. He shifted restlessly. ‘Sergeant Lineham and I will just stroll along and . . . meet her. We shouldn’t be . . .’


‘I’m coming too,’ Pritchard interrupted. ‘I can’t sit about here doing nothing a minute longer.’


Thanet didn’t like this idea one little bit. The man looked dangerously near to cracking up, and if anything had happened to Charity . . .


‘Wouldn’t it be better for you to wait here, in case she comes home while we’re gone?’


‘No! I’ll leave the lights on and the front door ajar if you like, to show I won’t be long.’


Thanet looked at him and empathy raised its inconvenient head. How would he himself feel if Bridget were missing in circumstances like these? He would be frantic to be up and about doing something, anything, to find her.


‘As you wish. Let’s go, then, shall we?’
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Outside it was now marginally cooler and the air, though still humid, smelt clean and fresh after the stale, almost foetid atmosphere of number 32. The street was deserted. Lineham fetched torches from the car and they set off in the direction of the entrance to the footpath.


After a few moments Pritchard stopped. ‘Here it is.’


A narrow slit, barely three feet wide, flanked on either side by the blank side walls of two blocks of terraced houses. Dim light from a street lamp illuminated the first few yards. After that, darkness.


Thanet had already made up his mind. He dared not risk Pritchard stumbling across Charity’s body alone. One of them would have to stay with him.
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