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1

‘Mummy! Mummy! Come here.’

Rosalind carried on stuffing the wild mushroom, olive oil, garlic and parsley mixture between the skin and the flesh of the chicken, the way she had learned in her recent course on the art of French cuisine. ‘Mummy can’t come right now,’ she shouted back. ‘She’s busy.’

‘But, Mummy! You’ve got to come. It’s our lass.’

Where on earth did he learn such common language? Rosalind wondered. Every term they forked out a fortune in fees to send him to the best school Yorkshire had to offer, and still he ended up sounding like some vulgar tyke. Perhaps if they lived down south again, the situation would improve. ‘Benjamin,’ she called back, ‘I told you. Mummy’s busy. Daddy has an important dinner tonight and Mummy has to prepare.’

Rosalind didn’t mind cooking – in fact, she had taken several courses and quite enjoyed them – but just for a moment, as she spoke, she wished she had been able to say that ‘cook’ was preparing the meal and that she was busy deciding what to wear. But they had no cook, only a cleaning lady who came in once a week. It wasn’t that they couldn’t afford it, but simply that her husband drew the line at such extravagance. Honestly, Rosalind sometimes thought, anyone would imagine he was a born Yorkshireman himself instead of just living here.

‘But it is her!’ Benjamin persisted. ‘It’s our lass. She’s got no clothes on.’

Rosalind frowned and put aside her knife. What on earth could he be talking about? Benjamin was only eight, and she knew from experience that he had a very active imagination. She even worried that it might hold him back in life. Over-imaginative types, she had found, tend towards idleness and daydreaming; they don’t get on with more profitable activities.

‘Mummy, hurry up!’

Rosalind felt just the slightest tingle of apprehension, as if something were about to change for ever in her universe. Shaking off the feeling, she wiped her hands of the oily stuffing, took a quick sip of gin and tonic, then walked towards the study where Benjamin had been playing on the computer. As she did so, she heard the front door open and her husband call out that he was home. Early. She frowned. Was he checking up on her?

Ignoring him for the moment, she went to see what on earth Benjamin was talking about.

‘Look,’ the boy said as she walked into the room. ‘It is our lass.’ He pointed at the computer screen.

‘Don’t talk like that,’ Rosalind said. ‘I’ve told you before. It’s common.’

Then she looked.

At first, she was simply shocked to see the screen filled with the image of a naked woman. How had Benjamin stumbled onto such a site? He wasn’t even old enough to understand what he had found.

Then, as she leaned over his shoulder and peered more closely at the screen, she gasped. He was right. She was looking at a picture of her daughter, Emily, naked as the day she was born, but with considerably more curves, a tattoo and a wispy patch of blonde pubic hair between her legs. That it was her Emily, there was no mistake; the teardrop-shaped birthmark on the inside of her left thigh proved it.

Rosalind ran her hand through her hair. What was this all about? What was happening? She glanced briefly at the URL on top of the screen. She had a photographic memory, so she knew she wouldn’t forget it.

‘See,’ said Benjamin. ‘It is our lass, isn’t it. What’s she doing without any clothes on, Mummy?’

Then Rosalind panicked. My God, he mustn’t see this. Emily’s father. He mustn’t be allowed to see it. It would destroy him. Quickly, she reached towards the mouse, but before her fingers could click on it, a deep voice behind her told her it was too late.

‘What on earth’s going on?’ he asked mildly, putting a fatherly hand on his son’s shoulder.

Then, after the briefest of silences, Rosalind heard the sharp intake of breath and knew that he had the answer.

His hand tightened and Benjamin flinched. ‘Daddy, you’re hurting me.’

But Chief Constable Jeremiah Riddle was oblivious to his son’s pain. ‘My God!’ he gasped, pointing at the screen. ‘Is that who I think it is?’

Detective Chief Inspector Alan Banks paused over his holdall, wondering whether he should take the leather jacket or the windcheater. There wasn’t room for both. He wasn’t sure how cold it would be. Probably no different from Yorkshire, he guessed. At most, perhaps a couple of degrees warmer. Still, you never could tell with November. In the end, he decided he could take both. He folded the windcheater and put it on top of the shirts he had already packed, then he pressed down hard on the contents before dragging the reluctant zip shut. It seemed a lot for just one weekend away from home, but it all fitted into one not-too-heavy bag. He would wear his leather jacket on the journey.

All he had to do now was choose a book and a few tapes. He probably wouldn’t need them, but he didn’t like to travel anywhere without something to read and something to listen to in case of delays or emergencies.

It was a lesson he had learned the hard way, having once spent four hours in the casualty department of a large London hospital on a Saturday night waiting to have six stitches sewn beside his right eye. All that time, he had held the gauze pad to staunch the bleeding and watched the endless supply of drug overdoses, attempted suicides, heart-attack victims and road accidents going in before him. That their wounds were far more serious and merited more urgent treatment than his minor cut, Banks never had a moment’s doubt, but he wished to hell there had been something to read in the dingy waiting area other than a copy of the previous day’s Daily Mirror. The person who had read it before him had even filled in the crossword. In ink.

But tomorrow he was going to Paris with his daughter, Tracy, for a long weekend of art galleries, museums and walks, of sumptuous dinners in small, Left Bank restaurants and idle beers at zinc-topped counters in Montmartre, looking out on the crowds passing by. They were going to take the Eurostar, which Banks had managed to book practically for free through a special newspaper offer. After all, it was November, and most people preferred Lanzarote to a wet weekend in Paris. He probably wouldn’t need much in the way of music or books, except when he was alone in his room before bed, but he decided to err on the side of caution.

Banks carried the holdall downstairs and dug out a couple of extra batteries from the sideboard drawer. He slipped them in the side pouch, along with the Walkman itself, then picked out tapes he had made of his Cassandra Wilson, Dawn Upshaw and Lucinda Williams CDs. Three more different women’s voices and styles you probably couldn’t find anywhere on earth, but he liked them all, and between them they covered a wide range of moods. He cast an eye over the low bookshelf and picked out Simenon’s Maigret and the Hundred Gibbets. He didn’t usually read crime novels, but the title had caught his eye and someone had once told him that he had a lot in common with Maigret. Besides, he assumed that it was set in Paris.

When Banks had finished packing, he poured himself a couple of fingers of Laphroaig and put on Bill Evans’s Waltz for Debby CD. Then he sat in his armchair beside the shaded reading lamp, balanced the whisky on the arm and put his feet up as ‘My Foolish Heart’ made its hesitant progress. A few lumps of peat burnt in the fireplace, its smell harmonizing with the smoky bite of the Islay malt on his tongue.

But too much smoke seemed to be drifting from the fireplace into the room. Banks wondered if he needed a chimney sweep, as a fire probably hadn’t been lit in that grate for a long time. He had no idea how to find a sweep, nor did he even know if such an exotic creature still existed. He remembered being fascinated as a child when the chimney sweep came, and his mother covered everything in the room with old sheets. Banks was allowed to watch the strange, soot-faced man fit the extensions on his long thick brush as he pushed it up the tall chimney, but he had to leave the room before the real work began. Later, when he read about the Victorian practice of sending young boys naked up the chimneys, he always wondered about that chimney sweep, if he had ever done anything like that. In the end, he realized the man couldn’t have been old enough to have been alive so long ago, no matter how ancient he had seemed to the awestruck young boy.

He decided that the chimney was fine, and it was probably just the wind blowing some smoke back down. He could hear it howling around the thick walls, rattling the loose window in the spare bedroom upstairs, spattering the panes with rain. Since there had been so much rain lately, Banks could also hear the rushing of Gratly Falls outside his cottage. They were nothing grand, only a series of shallow terraces, none more than four or five feet high, that ran diagonally through the village where the beck ran down the daleside to join the River Swain in Helmthorpe. But the music changed constantly and proved a great delight to Banks, especially when he was lying in bed having trouble getting to sleep.

Glad he didn’t have to go out again that evening, Banks sat and sipped his single malt, listening to the familiar lyrical opening of ‘Waltz for Debby’. His mind drifted to the problem that had been looming larger and larger ever since his last case, which had been a one-off job designed to make him fail and look like a fool.

He hadn’t failed, and consequently Chief Constable Riddle, who had hated Banks from the start, was now even more pissed off at him than ever. Banks found himself back in the career doldrums, chained to his desk and with no prospect of action in the foreseeable future. It was getting to be a bore.

And he could see only one way out.

Loath as Banks was to leave Yorkshire, especially after so recently buying the cottage, he was fast coming to admit that his days here seemed numbered. Last week, after thinking long and hard, he had put in his application to the National Crime Squad, which had been designed to target organized crime. As a DCI, Banks would hardly be involved in undercover work, but he would be in a position to run operations and enjoy the adrenaline high when a big catch finally landed. The job would also involve travel, tracking British criminals who operated from headquarters in Holland, the Dordogne and Spain.

Banks knew he didn’t have a good enough educational background for the job, lacking a degree, but he did have the experience, and he thought that might still count for something, despite Riddle. He knew he could do the ‘hard sums’, the language, number and management tests necessary for the job, and he thought he could count on excellent references from everyone else he had worked with in Yorkshire, including his immediate commanding officer, Detective Superintendent Gristhorpe, and the Director of Human Resources, Millicent Cummings. He only hoped that the negative report he was bound to get from Riddle would seem suspicious by its difference.

There was another reason for the change, too. Banks had thought a lot about his estranged wife, Sandra, over the past couple of months, and he had come to believe that their separation might be only temporary. A major change in his circumstances, such as a posting to the NCS, would certainly be of benefit. It would mean moving somewhere else, maybe back to London, and Sandra loved London. He felt there was a real chance to put things right now, put the silliness of the past year behind them. Banks had had his brief romance with Annie Cabbot, and Sandra hers with Sean. That Sandra was still living with Sean didn’t weigh unduly on his mind. People often drifted along in relationships, lacking the courage or the initiative to go it alone. He was certain that she would come to see things differently when he presented her with his plan for the future.

When the telephone rang at nine o’clock, startling him out of Bill Evans’s deft keyboard meanderings, he thought at first that it might be Tracy. He hoped she hadn’t changed her mind about the weekend; he needed to talk to her about the future, to enlist her help in getting Sandra back.

It wasn’t Tracy. It was Chief Constable Jeremiah ‘Jimmy’ Riddle, the very reason Banks had gone so far as to contemplate selling his cottage and leaving the county.

‘Banks?’

Banks gritted his teeth. ‘Sir?’

Riddle paused. ‘I’d like to ask you a favour.’

Banks’s jaw dropped. ‘A favour?’

‘Yes. Do you think . . . I mean, would you mind dropping by the house? It’s very important. I wouldn’t ask otherwise. Not on such a wretched night as this.’

Banks’s mind reeled. Riddle had never spoken to him in such a polite manner before, with such a fragile edge to his voice. What on earth was going on? Another trick?

‘It’s late, sir,’ Banks said. ‘I’m tired, and I’m supposed to be—’

‘Look, I’m asking you for a favour, man. My wife and I have had to cancel a very important dinner party at the last minute because of this. Can’t you just for once put aside your bloody-mindedness and oblige me?’

That sounded more like the Jimmy Riddle of old. Banks was on the verge of telling him to fuck off when the CC’s tone changed once again and threw him off balance. ‘Please, Banks,’ Riddle said. ‘There’s something I need to talk to you about. Something urgent. Don’t worry. This isn’t a trick. I’m not out to put one over on you. I give you my word. I honestly need your help.’

Surely even Riddle wouldn’t stoop to pulling a stunt like this solely to humiliate him. Now Banks was curious, and he knew he would go. If he were the kind of man who could ignore a call so full of mystery, he had no business being a copper in the first place. He didn’t want to go out into the foul night, didn’t want to leave his Laphroaig, Bill Evans and the crackling peat fire, but he knew he had to. He put his glass aside, glad that he had drunk only the one small whisky all day.

‘All right,’ he said, reaching for the pencil and paper beside the telephone. ‘But you’d better tell me where you live and give me directions. I don’t believe I’ve ever been invited to your home before.’

Riddle lived about halfway between Eastvale and Northallerton, which meant about an hour’s drive for Banks in good weather, but well over that tonight. The rain was coming down in buckets; his windscreen wipers worked overtime the whole way, and there were times when he could hardly see more than a few yards ahead. It was only two days before Bonfire Night, and the piles of wood and discarded furniture were getting soaked on the village greens.

The Riddle house was a listed building, called the Old Mill because it had been built originally as a mill by Cistercian monks from the nearby abbey. Made of limestone, with a flagstone roof, it stood beside the mill-race, which came rushing down through the garden. The old stone barn on the other side of the house had been converted into a garage.

As Banks drove up the short gravel drive and pulled up, he noticed that there were lights showing in two of the downstairs windows, while the rest of the place was in darkness. Almost before he could knock, the door jerked open and he found himself ushered inside a dim hallway, where Riddle took his coat without ceremony and led him through to a living room bigger than Banks’s entire cottage. It was all exposed beams and whitewashed walls decked with polished hunting horns and the inevitable horse brasses. A gilt-framed mirror hung above the Adam fireplace, where a fire roared, and a baby grand piano stood by the mullioned bay window.

It was very much the kind of house Banks would associate with someone pulling in a hundred grand a year or more, but for all its rusticity, and for all the heat the fire threw out, it was a curiously cold, bleak and impersonal kind of room. There were no magazines or newspapers scattered on the low glass-topped table, and no messy piles of sheet music by the piano; the woodwork gleamed as if it had been waxed just moments ago, and everything was neat, clean and orderly. Which, come to think of it, was exactly what Banks would have expected from Riddle. This effect was heightened by the silence broken only by the occasional howling of the wind outside and the rain spattering against the windows.

A woman walked into the room.

‘My wife, Rosalind,’ said Riddle.

Banks shook Rosalind’s hand. It was soft, but her grip was firm. If this was shaping up to be a night of surprises, Rosalind Riddle was the second.

Banks had never met the chief constable’s wife before – all he knew about her was that she worked with a firm of Eastvale solicitors specializing in property conveyancing – and if he had ever given a passing thought to her, he might have imagined a stout, sturdy and rather characterless figure. Why, he didn’t know, but that was the image that came to mind.

The woman who stood before him, however, was elegant and tall, with a model’s slim figure and long shapely legs. She was casually dressed in a grey skirt and a white silk blouse, and the two buttons open at the top revealed a V of skin as pale as her complexion. She had short blonde hair – the expensive, shaggy kind of short, and the highlighted sort of blonde – a high forehead, prominent cheekbones and dark blue eyes. Her lips were fuller than one would expect in the kind of face she had, and the lipstick made them seem even more so, giving the impression of a pout.

Her expression revealed nothing, but Banks could tell from her brusque body language that she was distraught. She set her drink on the table and sat on the velvet-upholstered sofa, crossing her legs and leaning forward, one hand clasping the other in her lap. She reminded Banks of the kind of elegant, remote blondes that Alfred Hitchcock had cast in so many of his films.

Riddle asked Banks to sit down. He was still in uniform. A tall man, running to bulk but still fit, he sat opposite in an armchair, pulling at the sharp crease of his trouser leg, and leaned back. He was bald, and dark beetle brows arched over his hard, serious brown eyes.

Banks got the feeling that neither of them quite knew what to say now that he was here. You could cut the tension with a knife; something bad had happened, something delicate and painful. Banks needed a cigarette badly, but there was no way. He knew Riddle hated smoke, and the room had a sort of sweet, lavender smell that he could tell had never been sullied by cigarettes. The silence stretched on. He was beginning to feel like Philip Marlowe at the beginning of a case. Maybe he should tell them his rates and break the ice, he thought, but before he could say anything flippant, Riddle spoke.

‘Banks . . . I . . . er . . . I know we’ve had our differences in the past, and I’m sure this request will come as much a surprise to you as it comes to me to be making it, but I need your help.’

Differences in the past? There was an understatement if ever there was one. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘I’m listening.’

Riddle shifted in his chair and plucked at his creases. His wife reached forward and picked up her drink. The ring of moisture it left on the glass surface was the only thing that marred the room’s sterile perfection.

‘It’s a personal matter,’ Riddle went on. ‘Very personal. And unofficial. Before we go any farther, Banks, I want your absolute assurance that what I have to say won’t be repeated outside these four walls. Can you give me that?’

Banks nodded.

‘I’m sorry,’ Rosalind said, standing up. ‘You must think me a terrible hostess. You’ve come all this way, and I haven’t even offered you a drink. Will you have something, Mr Banks? A small whisky perhaps?’

‘The man’s driving,’ said Riddle. ‘Surely just the one?’

Banks held his hand up. ‘No, thank you,’ he said. What he really wanted was a cup of tea, but more than that, he wanted to get this all over with and go home. If he could do without a cigarette for a while, he could do without a drink, too. He wished one of them would get to the point.

‘It’s about our daughter,’ Rosalind Riddle began, hands wriggling on her lap. ‘She left home when she was sixteen.’

‘She ran away, Ros,’ said Riddle, his voice tight with anger. ‘Let’s not fool ourselves about what happened.’

‘How long ago was that?’ Banks asked.

Riddle answered him. ‘Six months.’

‘I’m sorry to hear it,’ said Banks, ‘but I’m not sure what—’

‘Our son, Benjamin, was playing on the computer earlier this evening,’ Rosalind chipped in. ‘By accident he stumbled across some pictures on one of those sex sites.’

Banks knew that inadvertently accessing a porno site was easily enough done. Look for ‘Spice Girls’ on some of those search engines and you might end up at ‘Spicy Girls’.

‘Some of the pictures . . .’ Rosalind went on. ‘Well, they were of Emily, our daughter. Benjamin’s only eight. He doesn’t really know what any of it means. We put him to bed and told him not to say anything.’

‘Are you certain it was your daughter?’ Banks asked. ‘Some of those photos can be doctored, you know. Heads and bodies rearranged.’

‘It was her,’ Rosalind answered. ‘Believe me. There’s a distinctive birthmark.’

‘I’m sure this is all very upsetting,’ Banks said. ‘And you have my sympathies. But what do you want me to do?’

‘I want you to find her,’ Riddle said.

‘Why haven’t you tried yourself?’

Riddle looked at his wife. The gaze that passed between them spoke volumes of discord and recrimination. ‘I have,’ said Riddle. ‘But I had nothing to go on. I couldn’t go through official channels. I mean, it wasn’t even as if there was a crime. She was perfectly within her legal rights. And the fewer people who knew about what happened, the better.’

‘You’re worried about your reputation?’

Riddle’s voice rose. ‘I know what you think, Banks, but these things are important. If only you realized that, you might have made something better of yourself.’

‘More important than your daughter’s well-being?’

‘Valuing reputation doesn’t mean that either my husband or I care any the less about our daughter, Mr Banks,’ said Rosalind. ‘As her mother, I resent that implication.’

‘Then I apologize.’

Riddle spoke again. ‘Look, what I’m saying, Banks, is that before tonight I didn’t think I had any real cause to worry about her – Emily’s an intelligent and resourceful girl, if a bit too headstrong and rebellious – but now I think I do have something tangible to be concerned about. And this isn’t all about ambition and reputation, no matter what you think.’

‘So why didn’t you try to find her yourself?’

‘Be realistic, Banks. For a start, I can’t be seen going off on some sort of private chase.’

‘And I can?’

‘You’re not in the public eye as much as I am. People might recognize me. I can cover for you up here, if that’s what you’re worried about. I am chief constable, after all. And I’ll also cover all reasonable expenses. I don’t expect you to be out of pocket over this. But you’ll be on your own. You can’t use police resources or anything like that. I want to keep this private. A family matter.’

‘You mean your career’s important and mine’s expendable?’

‘You might try looking at it in a slightly different light. It’s not that there’s nothing in it for you.’

‘Oh?’

‘Look at it this way. If you succeed, you’ll have earned my gratitude. Whatever you think of me, I’m a man of honour, a man of my word, and I promise you that whatever happens, your career in Eastvale can only benefit if you do as I ask.’

‘And the other reason?’

Riddle sighed. ‘I’m afraid that if she found out it was me looking for her, then she’d give me the slip. She blames me for all her problems. She made that clear in the months before she left. I want you to go about this discreetly, Banks. Try to get to her before she knows anyone’s looking. I’m not asking you to kidnap her or anything like that. Just find her, talk to her, make sure she’s all right, tell her we’d be happy to see her again and talk things over.’

‘And persuade her to stop posing on Internet sex sites?’

Riddle paled. ‘If you can.’

‘Have you any idea where she went? Has she been in touch?’

‘We had a postcard a couple of weeks after she’d left,’ Rosalind answered. ‘She said she was doing fine and that we weren’t to worry about her. Or bother looking for her.’

‘Where was it postmarked?’

‘London.’

‘That’s all?’

‘Apart from a card for Benjamin on his birthday, yes.’

‘Did she say anything else on the postcard?’

‘Just that she had a job,’ Rosalind went on. ‘So we wouldn’t have to worry about her living on the streets or anything like that. Not that Emily would live on the streets. She was always a very high-maintenance girl.’

‘Ros!’

‘Well, it’s true. And you—’

‘Was there any specific reason she left?’ Banks cut in. ‘Anything that sparked her leaving? A row or something?’

‘Nothing specific,’ Riddle said. ‘It was cumulative. She just didn’t come home from school.’

‘School?’

Rosalind answered. ‘A couple of years ago we sent her to a very expensive and highly reputable all-girls’ boarding school outside Warwick. At the end of last term, the beginning of summer, instead of returning home, she ran off to London.’

‘By herself?’

‘As far as we know.’

‘Did she usually come home for the holidays?’

‘Yes.’

‘What stopped her this time? Were you having any problems with her?’

Riddle picked up the thread again. ‘When she was last home, for the spring holidays, there were the usual arguments over staying out late, drinking in pubs, hanging around with the wrong crowd, that sort of thing. But nothing out of the ordinary. She’s a very bright girl. She was doing well at school, academically, but it bored her. It all seemed too easy. Especially languages. She has a way with words. Of course, we wanted her to stay on and do her A levels, go to university, but she didn’t want to. She wanted to get out on her own. We gave her everything, Banks. She had her own horse, piano lessons, trips to America with the school, skiing holidays in Austria, a good education. We were very proud of Emily. We gave her everything she ever wanted.’

Except perhaps what she needed most, thought Banks: you. To reach the dizzying heights of chief constable, especially by the age of forty-five, as Riddle had done, you needed to be driven, ruthless and ambitious. You also needed to be able to move around a lot, which can have a devastating effect on young children who sometimes find it hard to make friends. Add to that the hours spent on the job and on special courses, and Riddle had probably hardly set foot in the family home from one day to the next.

Banks was hardly one to take the moral high ground in raising children, he had to admit to himself. Even to reach the rank of DCI, he had been an absent father far more often than was good for Brian and Tracy. As it happened, both of them had turned out fine, on the whole, but he knew that was more a matter of good luck than good parenting on his part. Much of the task had fallen to Sandra, and she hadn’t always burdened him with the children’s problems. Perhaps Banks hadn’t sacrificed his family to ambition the way he suspected Riddle had, but he had certainly sacrificed a lot for the sake of being a good detective.

‘Are there any friends from around here she might have confided in?’ he asked. ‘Anyone who might have stayed in touch with her?’

Rosalind shook her head. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘Emily is very . . . self-sufficient. She had plenty of friends, but none that close, I don’t think. It came of moving around a lot. When she moves on, she burns her bridges. And she hadn’t actually spent much time in this area.’

‘You mentioned “the wrong crowd”. Was there a boyfriend?’

‘Nobody serious.’

‘His name could still be a help.’

Rosalind glanced at her husband, who said, ‘Banks, I’ve told you I don’t want this to be official. If you start looking up Emily’s old boyfriends and asking questions around these parts, how long do you think the affair’s going to remain under wraps? I told you, she’s run off to London. That’s where you’ll find her.’

Banks sighed. It looked as if this were going to be an investigation carried out with his hands tied. ‘Does she know anyone in London, then?’ he asked. ‘Anyone she might go to for help?’

Riddle shook his head. ‘It’s been years since I was on the Met. She was only a little girl when we left.’

‘I know this might be difficult for you,’ Banks said, ‘but do you think I might have a look at this website?’

‘Ros?’

Rosalind Riddle scowled at her husband and said, ‘Follow me.’

Banks followed her under a beam so low that he had to duck into a book-lined study. A tangerine iMac sat on a desk by the window. Wind rattled the glass beyond the heavy curtains, and every once in a while it sounded as if someone sloshed a bucket of water over the windows. Rosalind sat down and flexed her fingers, but before she hit any keys or clicked the mouse, she turned in her chair and looked up at Banks. He couldn’t read the expression on her face.

‘You don’t approve of us, do you?’ she said.

‘Us?’

‘Our kind. People who have . . . oh, wealth, success, ambition.’

‘I can’t say I pay you much mind, really.’

‘Ah, but you do. That’s just where you’re wrong.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘You’re envious. You’ve got a chip on your shoulder the size of that sideboard over there. You think you’re better than us – purer, somehow – don’t you?’

‘Mrs Riddle,’ said Banks, with a sigh, ‘I don’t need this kind of crap. I’ve driven all the way out here on a miserable night when I’d far rather be at home listening to music and reading a good book. So if we’re going to do this, let’s just get on with it, shall we, or shall I just go home and go to bed?’

She studied him coolly. ‘Hit a nerve, did I?’

‘Mrs Riddle, what do you want from me?’

‘He’s thinking of going into politics, you know.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

‘Any hint of a family scandal would ruin everything we’ve worked so hard for all these years.’

‘I imagine it probably would. It’s best to get into office first, then have the scandal.’

‘That’s cynical.’

‘But true. Read the papers.’

‘He says you have a tendency to make waves.’

‘I like to get at the truth of things. Sometimes that means rocking a few boats. The more expensive the boat, the more noise it seems to make when it rocks.’

Rosalind smiled. ‘I wish we could all afford to be so high-minded. This job will require the utmost discretion.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind. If I decide to take it on.’ Banks held her stare until she blinked and swivelled her chair back to face the screen.

‘I just thought we’d get that clear before you get to look at nude pictures of my daughter,’ she said without looking at him.

He watched over her shoulder as she started to work at the keyboard and mouse. Finally, a black screen with a series of thumbnail-sized photographs appeared. Rosalind clicked on one of them and another screen, with five more images, began to load. At the top of the screen, the script announced that the model’s name was Louisa Gamine, and that she was an eighteen-year-old biology student. Looking at the pictures, Banks could believe it.

‘Why Louisa Gamine?’ he asked.

‘I’ve no idea. Louisa’s her middle name. Louise, actually. Emily Louise Riddle. I suppose she thinks Louisa sounds more exotic. Maybe when she left she decided she needed a new identity?’

Banks understood that. When he was younger he had always regretted that his parents hadn’t given him a middle name. So much so that he made one up for himself: Davy, after Davy Crockett, one of his heroes at the time. That lasted a couple of months, then he finally accepted his own name.

Rosalind clicked on one of the images, and it began to fill the screen, loading from top to bottom. Banks was looking at an amateur photograph, taken in a bedroom with poor lighting, which showed a pretty young girl sitting naked and cross-legged on a pale blue duvet. The smile on her face looked a little forced, and her eyes didn’t seem quite focused.

The resemblance between Louisa and her mother was astonishing. They both had the same long-legged grace, the same pale, almost translucent complexion, the same generous mouth. The only real difference, apart from their ages, was that Louisa’s blonde hair hung over her shoulders. Otherwise, Banks felt he could easily have been looking at a photograph of Rosalind taken maybe twenty-five years ago, and that embarrassed him. He noticed a discoloration the shape of a teardrop on the inside of Louisa’s left thigh: the birthmark. She also had a small ring of some sort in her navel, and below it, what looked like a black tattoo of a spider. Banks thought of Annie Cabbot’s rose tattoo above her left breast, how long it was since he had last seen it, and how he would probably never see it again, especially if he managed to get back together with Sandra.

The other photos were much the same, all taken in the same location, with the same poor lighting. Only the poses were different. Her new surname was certainly apt, Banks thought, as there was definitely something of the gamine about her, a young girl with mischievous charm. There was something else that nagged him about the surname she had chosen, too, but he couldn’t think what it was at the moment. If he put it to the back of his mind, it would probably come eventually. Those things usually did.

Banks examined the pictures more closely, aware of Rosalind’s subtle perfume as he leaned over her shoulder. He could make out a few details of the room – the corner of a pop-star poster, a row of books – but they were all too blurred to be of any use.

‘Seen enough?’ asked Rosalind, tilting her head towards him and hinting that perhaps he was lingering too long, enjoying himself too much.

‘She looks as if she knows what she’s doing,’ said Banks.

Rosalind paused, then said, ‘Emily’s been sexually active since she was fourteen. At least, as far as we know. She was thirteen when she started becoming . . . wayward, so it might have been earlier. That’s partly why we sent her away to school in the first place.’

‘That’s not unusual,’ said Banks, thinking with alarm of Tracy. He was sure she hadn’t been quite that young, but it was hardly something he could ask her about. He didn’t even know whether she was active now, come to think of it, and he didn’t think he wanted to know. Tracy was nineteen, so she had a few years on Emily, but she was still Banks’s little girl. ‘Do you think the school helped?’ he asked.

‘Obviously not. She didn’t come back, did she?’

‘Have you spoken with the principal, or with any of her classmates?’

‘No. Jerry’s too worried about indiscretion.’

‘Of course. Print that one.’ Banks pointed to a photograph where Louisa sat on the edge of the bed staring expressionlessly into the camera, wearing a red T-shirt and nothing else. ‘Head and shoulders will do. We can trim off the bottom part.’

Rosalind looked over her shoulder at him, and he thought he could sense a little gratitude in her expression. At least she didn’t seem so openly hostile as she had earlier. ‘You’ll do it?’ she asked. ‘You’ll try to find Emily?’

‘I’ll try.’

‘You don’t need to make her come home. She won’t want to come. I can guarantee you that.’

‘You don’t sound as if you want her to.’

Rosalind frowned, then said, ‘Perhaps you’re right. I did suggest to Jerry that we simply let her go her own way. She’s old enough, and certainly she’s smart enough to take care of herself. And she’s a troublemaker. I know she’s my daughter, and I don’t mean to sound uncaring, but . . . Well, you can see for yourself what’s happened after only six months, can’t you? That tattoo, those pictures . . . She never considers anyone else’s feelings. I can just imagine what chaos life would be like here if we had all her problems to deal with as well.’

‘As well?’

‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter.’

‘Is there anything else you think I should know?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Anything you’re not telling me.’

‘No. Why should there be?’

But there was, Banks sensed by the way Rosalind glanced away from him as she spoke. There may have been family problems that neither she nor her husband wanted to discuss. And maybe they were right not to. Perhaps he should hold his curiosity in check for once and not rip open cans of worms the way he usually did. Just find the girl, he told himself, make sure she isn’t in any danger, and leave the rest well alone. Lord knows, the last thing he wanted to do was get caught up in the Riddle family dysfunctions.

He scribbled down as much information as he could get from the website, which was run by an organization called GlamourPuss Ltd based in Soho. It shouldn’t be too difficult to track them down, he thought, and they should be able to point him towards Emily, or Louisa, as she now preferred to be called. He just hoped she wasn’t on the game, as so many teenagers who appeared on porno websites were. She didn’t sound like the type who would turn to prostitution for gain, but it sounded as if she might try anything for kicks. He would have to cross that bridge when, and if, he got to it.

Rosalind printed the photo, took some scissors from the desk drawer and trimmed it from the navel ring down before she handed it to him. Banks followed her back into the living room, where Riddle sat staring into space. ‘All done?’ he asked.

Banks nodded. He didn’t bother sitting. ‘Tell me something,’ he said. ‘Why me? You know damn well how things stand between us.’

Riddle seemed to flinch slightly, and Banks was surprised at the venom in his own voice. Then Riddle paused and looked him in the eye. ‘Two reasons,’ he said. ‘First, because you’re the best detective in the county. I’m not saying I approve of your methods or your attitude, but you get results. And in an unorthodox business like this, well, let’s just say that some of your maverick qualities might actually be of real value for a change.’

Even being damned with faint praise by Jimmy Riddle was a new experience for Banks. ‘And second?’ he asked.

‘You’ve got a teenage daughter yourself, haven’t you? Tracy’s her name. Am I right?’

‘Yes.’

Riddle spread his hands, palms out. ‘Then you know what I’m getting at. I think you can imagine something of how I feel.’

And to his surprise, Banks could. ‘I can’t start till next week,’ he said.

Riddle leaned forward. ‘You’ve nothing pressing on right now.’

‘I was planning a weekend away with Tracy. In Paris.’

‘Please start now. Tomorrow. In the morning. I need to know.’ There was a sense of desperation in Riddle’s voice that Banks had never heard from him before.

‘Why so urgent?’

Riddle stared into the huge fireplace, as if addressing his words to the flames. ‘I’m afraid for her, Banks. She’s so young and vulnerable. I want her back. At the very least I need to know how she is, what she’s doing. Imagine how you’d feel if it happened to you. Imagine what you’d do if it was your daughter in trouble.’

Damn it, thought Banks, seeing his weekend in Paris with Tracy start to slip beyond his grasp. Daughters. Who’d have them? Nothing but trouble. But Riddle had touched a nerve all right. Now there was no getting away from it, no declining; Banks knew he had to head off to London to find Emily Louise Riddle.

‘Oh, Dad! You can’t mean it! You woke me up in the middle of the night to tell me we can’t go to Paris after all?’

‘I’m sorry, love. We’ll just have to postpone it for a while.’

‘I don’t believe this. I’ve been looking forward to this weekend for ages.’

‘Me, too, sweetheart. What can I say?’

‘And you won’t even tell me why?’

‘I can’t. I promised.’

‘You promised me a weekend in Paris. It was easy enough to break that one.’

Touché. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t you trust me to keep my mouth shut?’

‘Of course I do. It’s not that.’

‘What, then?’

‘I just can’t tell you yet. That’s all. Maybe next week, if things work out.’

‘Oh, don’t bother.’ Tracy fell into one of her sulky silences for a while, the way her mother did, then said, ‘It’s not dangerous, is it?’

‘Of course not. It’s a private matter. I’m helping out a—’ Banks almost said ‘friend’ but managed to stop himself in time. ‘I’m helping someone out. Someone in trouble. Believe me, love, if you knew the details, you’d see it’s the right thing to do. Look, when it’s over, I’ll make it up to you. I promise.’

‘Heard that before. Been there. Got the T-shirt.’

‘Give me a little leeway here, Tracy. This isn’t easy for me, you know. It’s not just you who’s upset. I was looking forward to Paris, too.’

‘Okay, I know. I’m sorry. But what about the tickets? The hotel?’

‘The hotel’s easily cancelled. I’ll see if I can get the tickets changed.’

‘You’ll be lucky.’ She paused again. ‘Wait a minute! I’ve just had an idea.’

‘What?’

‘Well, I know you can’t go, but there’s no reason I shouldn’t go, is there?’

‘Not that I know of. Except, would you really want to be in Paris all by yourself? And it’s not safe, especially for a young woman alone.’

Tracy laughed. ‘I can take care of myself, Dad. I’m a big girl now.’

Yes, Banks thought, all of nineteen. ‘I’m sure you can,’ he said. ‘But I’d be worried.’

‘You’re always worried. It’s what fathers do best for their daughters: worry about them. Besides, I wasn’t necessarily thinking of going by myself.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’ll bet Damon would like to go. He doesn’t have any lectures tomorrow, either. I could ask him.’

‘Wait a minute,’ said Banks. ‘Damon? Who on earth is Damon?’

‘My boyfriend. I bet he’d jump at the chance of a weekend in Paris with me.’

I’ll bet he would, Banks thought, with that sinking feeling. This wasn’t going at all the way he had expected it to. He had expected recriminations, yes, anger, yes, but this . . .? ‘I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,’ he said weakly.

‘Of course it is. You know it is. We’d save money, too.’

‘How?’

‘Well, you’ll only have to cancel one of the hotel rooms, for a start.’

‘Tracy!’

She laughed. ‘Oh, Dad. Parents are so silly, you know. If kids want to sleep together it doesn’t have to be in a foreign city at night. They can do it in the student residence in the daytime, you know.’

Banks swallowed. Now he had an answer to a question he had avoided asking. In for a penny, in for a pound. ‘Are you and Damon . . . I mean . . .?’

‘Don’t worry. I’m a very careful girl. Now, the only problem is getting the tickets to us before tomorrow morning. I don’t suppose you’d like to drive over tonight, would you?’

‘No. I wouldn’t,’ said Banks. Then he weakened. After all, she was right; there was no reason to spoil her weekend just because his own was spoiled, Damon notwithstanding. ‘But as a matter of fact, I have to go down to London tomorrow anyway, so I can go that far on the train with you.’ And check Damon out, too, while I’m at it, he thought. ‘I’ll give you the tickets then.’

‘That’s great!’

Banks felt depressed; Tracy sounded far more thrilled at going off with Damon than with him. But she would; she was young. ‘I’ll see you in the morning,’ he said. ‘At the station. Same time as we arranged.’

‘Cool, Dad. Thanks a lot.’

When he hung up the telephone, Banks fell back into his armchair and reached for his cigarettes. He had to go to London, of that there was no doubt. In the first place, he had promised, and in the second, there was something Riddle didn’t know. Tracy herself had almost run away from home once, around her thirteenth birthday, and the thought of what might have happened if she had gone through with it haunted him.

It had happened just before they left London for Eastvale. Tracy had been upset for days about leaving her friends behind, and one night, when Banks actually happened to be home, he heard a noise downstairs. Going to investigate, he found Tracy at the door with a suitcase in her hand. In the end, he managed to persuade her to stay without forcing her, but it had been touch and go. One part of their bargain was that he had agreed not to tell her mother, and he never had. Sandra had slept through the whole thing. Remembering that night, he could imagine something of how the Riddles must feel.

Even so, was this what he got for doing his enemy a favour? He got to go hunting for a runaway teen while his own daughter got a dirty weekend in Paris with her boyfriend. Where was the justice in that? he asked. All the answer he got was the howling of the wind and the relentless music of the water flowing over Gratly Falls.
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On Friday afternoon, Banks was walking along Old Compton Street in the chilly November sunshine, having travelled down to London with Tracy and Damon that morning. After a grunted ‘Hi’ Damon had hardly spoken a word. The train was almost full, and the three of them couldn’t sit together, which seemed a relief to Tracy and Damon. Banks had to sit half the carriage away next to a fresh-faced young businessman wearing too much aftershave and playing FreeCell on his laptop computer.

Most of the journey he spent listening to Lucinda Williams’s Car Wheels on a Gravel Road and reading The Big Sleep, which he had substituted for Maigret and the Hundred Gibbets when he realized he wasn’t going to Paris. He had seen the Bogart film version a few weeks ago and enjoyed it so much it had made him want to read the book. Besides, Raymond Chandler seemed more suitable reading for the kind of job he was doing: Banks, P.I.

Shortly before King’s Cross, his thoughts had returned to Tracy’s boyfriend.

Banks wasn’t at all certain what to think of Damon. The grunt was no more than he would have expected from any of his daughter’s friends, and he didn’t read anything into it, except perhaps that the lad was a bit embarrassed at coming face to face with the father of the girl he was sleeping with. Even the thought of that made Banks’s chest tighten, though he told himself not to get upset, not to interfere. The last thing he wanted to do was alienate his daughter, especially as he was hoping to get back together with her mother. It wouldn’t do any good, anyway. Tracy had her own life to lead now, and she was no fool. He hoped.

He had left the young lovers at King’s Cross and first gone to check in at the small Bloomsbury hotel he had telephoned the previous evening. Called simply Hotel Fifty-Five, after the street number, it was the place he favoured whenever he visited London: quiet, discreet, well located and relatively inexpensive. Riddle might have said he would pay any expenses, but Banks wouldn’t want to see the CC’s face if he got a bill from the Dorchester.

The morning’s rain had dispersed during the journey, and the day had turned out windy and cool under the kind of piercingly clear blue sky you only get in November. Maybe the bonfires would dry out in time for Guy Fawkes’ Night after all, Banks thought, as he zipped his leather jacket a bit higher. He tapped his briefcase against his thigh to the rhythm of some hip-hop music that drifted out of a sex shop.

Banks had strong feelings and memories associated with Soho ever since he used to walk the beat or drive the panda cars there out of Vine Street station, after it had been reopened in the early seventies. Certainly the area had been cleaned up since then, but Soho could never be really clean. Cleanliness wasn’t in its nature.

He loved the whiff of villainy he got whenever he walked Old Compton Street or Dean Street, where a fiddle had been simply a hair’s breadth away from a legitimate business deal. He remembered the cold dawns at Berwick Street Market, a cigarette and mug of hot sweet tea in his hands, chatting with Sam, whose old brown collie Fetchit used to sit under the stall all day and watch the world go by with sad eyes. As the other stallholders set up their displays – fruit, crockery, knives and forks, knickers and socks, watches, egg slicers, you name it – Sam used to give Banks a running commentary on what was hot and what wasn’t. Probably dead now, along with Fetchit. They’d been old enough back then, when Banks was new to the job.

Not that Soho was ever without its dark side. Banks had found his first murder victim there in an alley off Frith Street: a seventeen-year-old prostitute who had been stabbed and mutilated, her breasts cut off and several of her inner organs removed. ‘Homage to Jack the Ripper’, as the newspaper headlines had screamed. Banks had been sick on the spot, and he still had nightmares about the long minutes he had spent alone with the disembowelled body just before dawn in a garbagestrewn Soho alley.

As with all the dead in his life, he had put a name to her: Dawn Wadley. Being junior at the time, Banks was given the job of telling her parents. He would never forget the choking smell of urine, rotten meat and unwashed nappies in the cramped flat on the tenth floor of an East End tower block, or Dawn’s washed-out junkie mother, apparently unconcerned about the fate of the daughter she gave up on years ago. To her, Dawn’s murder was just another in the endless succession of life’s cruel blows, as if it had happened solely in order to do her down.

Banks turned into Wardour Street. Soho had changed, like the rest of the city. The old bookshops and video booths were still around, as was the Raymond Revuebar, but cheap sex was definitely on the wane. In its place came a younger crowd, many of them gay, who chatted on their mobiles while sipping cappuccinos at chic outdoor cafés. Young men with shaved heads and earrings flirted on street corners with clean-cut boys from Palmer’s Green or Sudbury Hill. Gay bars had sprung up all over the place, and the party never stopped.

Banks checked the address for GlamourPuss Ltd he had got from the first place he tried: the phone book. Sometimes things really are that easy.

From the outside, it looked like any number of other businesses operating in Soho. The building was run-down, paint flaking from the doors, the lino on the creaky corridors cracked and worn, but inside, through the second set of doors, it was all high-tech glam and potted plants, and he could still smell the fresh paint on the walls.

‘Can I help you, sir?’

To Banks’s surprise, there was a female receptionist sitting behind a chest-high semicircle of black Plexiglas. Written on it, in florid pink script scattered with some sort of glitter, at about waist height, was the logo ‘GlamourPuss Ltd: Erotica and More!’ Banks had the idea, somehow, that women – right-thinking women, anyway – didn’t want anything to do with the porn business, that they wanted, in fact, to outlaw it if they could. Maybe this was a wrong-thinking woman? Or was she the respectable face of porn? If so, it was about nineteen, with short henna hair, a ghostly complexion and a stud through its left nostril. A little badge over her flat chest read ‘Tamara: Client Interface Officer’. Banks’s mind boggled. Can we interface, Tamara?

‘I’d like to see the person in charge,’ he said.

‘Do you have an appointment, sir?’

‘No.’

‘What is the purpose of your visit?’

She was starting to sound like an immigration official, Banks thought, getting irritated. In the old days he would probably have just tweaked her nose-stud and walked right on in. Even these days he might do the same under normal circumstances, but he had to remember he was acting privately; he wasn’t here officially as a policeman. ‘Let’s call it a business proposition,’ he said.

‘I see. Please take a seat for a moment, sir. I’ll see if Mr Aitcheson is free.’ She gestured to the orange plastic chairs behind him. An array of magazines lay spread out on the coffee table in front of them. Banks lifted a couple up. Computer stuff, mostly. Not a Playboy or a Penthouse in sight. He looked up at Tamara, who had been carrying on a hushed conversation by telephone. She smiled. ‘He’ll be with you in a moment, sir.’ Did she think he was looking for a job or something? As what?

Banks was beginning to feel more as if he were in a dentist’s waiting room than a porn emporium, and that thought didn’t give him any comfort. Clearly, things had changed a lot since he had walked the Soho beat; enough to make him feel like an old fogey when he was only in his mid-forties. In the old days, at least you knew where you were: people like GlamourPuss Ltd, as befitted their name and business, used to operate out of seedy offices in seedy basements; they didn’t run Internet websites; they didn’t have client interface officers; and they certainly didn’t come out from under their stones to meet strangers offering vague business propositions the way this young man was doing right now, smiling, hand outstretched, wearing a suit, no less.

‘Aitcheson,’ he said. ‘Terry Aitcheson. And you are?’

‘Banks. Alan Banks.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Banks. Follow me. We’ll go to the office. Far more private in there.’

Banks followed him past Tamara, who gave a little wave and a nose twitch that looked painful. They crossed an open area filled with state-of-the-art computer equipment and went into a small office, which looked out over Wardour Street. There was nothing either on the desk or the walls to indicate that GlamourPuss Ltd dealt in pornography, which is what Banks thought they did.

Aitcheson sat down and clasped his hands behind the back of his neck, still smiling. Up close, he looked older than Banks had first guessed – maybe late thirties – balding, with yellowing front teeth that were rather long and lupine. A few flakes of dandruff speckled the shoulders of his suit. It was hardly fair, Banks thought, that even when you’re going bald you still get dandruff. ‘Okay, Mr Banks,’ said Aitcheson, ‘what can I do for you? You mentioned a business proposition.’

Banks felt a little more at home now. Smarmy smile and suit aside, he had dealt with pillocks like Aitcheson before, even if their offices weren’t as pretty and they didn’t bother to offer up a smug façade of decency. He took the truncated picture of Emily Riddle from his briefcase and put it on the desk, turning it so that Aitcheson could see the image the right way up. ‘I’d like you to tell me where I can find this girl,’ he said.

Aitcheson studied the photo. His smile faltered a moment, then returned full force as he pushed the photograph back towards Banks. ‘I’m afraid we don’t give out that sort of information about our models, sir. For their own protection, you understand. We get some . . . well, some rather strange people in this business, as I’m sure you can understand.’

‘So she is one of your models?’

‘I was speaking generally, sir. Even if she were, I couldn’t give you the information you want.’

‘Do you recognize her?’

‘No.’

‘What if I told you this came from a website run by your company?’

‘We operate several websites, sir. They act as a major part of our interface with the public.’ He smiled. ‘You have to be on the web these days if you want to stay in business.’

Interface. That word again. It seemed to be a sort of buzzword around GlamourPuss Ltd. ‘Are escort services part of your business?’

‘We have an escort agency as one of our subsidiary companies, yes, but you can’t just bring in a girl’s picture from one of our websites and place an order for her. That would be tantamount to pimping on our part.’

‘And you don’t do that?’

‘We do not.’

‘What exactly is your business?’

‘I should have thought that was obvious. Erotica in all its forms. Sex aids, videos, magazines, erotic encasement equipment and services, website design and hosting, CD-ROM, travel arrangements.’

‘Erotic encasement equipment and services?’

Aitcheson smiled. ‘It’s a variation on bondage. Mummification’s the most popular. Some people liken it to an erotic meditative state, a sort of sexual nirvana. But there are those who simply prefer to be wrapped in cling film with rose thorns pressed against their flesh. It’s all a matter of taste.’

‘I suppose it is,’ said Banks, who was still trying to get his head around mummification. ‘And travel arrangements? What travel arrangements?’

Aitcheson graced Banks with a condescending smile. ‘Let’s say you’re gay and you want a cruise down the Nile with likeminded people. We can arrange it. Or a weekend in Amsterdam. A sex tour of Bangkok.’

‘Discount vouchers for brothels? Fifty pee off your next dildo? That sort of thing?’

Aitcheson moved to stand up, his smile gone. ‘I think that’s about all the time I can spare you at the moment, sir.’

Banks stood up, leaned over the desk and pushed him back down into his chair. It wheeled back a couple of inches and hit the wall, taking out a small chunk of plaster.

‘Just a minute!’ Aitcheson said.

Banks shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. That picture came from your website. Even if you don’t remember putting it up there yourself, you can find out who did and where it came from.’

‘What’s this got to do with you anyway? Wait a minute. Are you a copper?’

Banks paused and glanced down at the photo again. The younger version of Rosalind Riddle’s features – pale skin, pouting lips, high cheekbones, blue eyes – looked up at him from under her fringe with a sort of mocking, come-hither sexuality. ‘It’s my daughter,’ he said. ‘I’m trying to find her.’

‘Well, I’m sorry, but we don’t run a location service for missing kids. There are organizations—’

‘Pity, that,’ Banks cut in. ‘Her being so young, and all.’

‘What do you mean?’

Banks tapped the photo. ‘She can’t have been more than fifteen when this was taken.’

‘Look, I’m not responsible for—’

‘I think you’ll discover that the law says otherwise. Believe me, I’ve read up on it.’ Banks leaned forward and rested his hands on the desk. ‘Mr Aitcheson,’ he said, ‘here’s my business proposition. There are two parts to it, actually, in case one of them alone doesn’t appeal. I must admit, I’m not always certain justice is done when you bring in the police and the lawyers. Are you? I mean, you could probably beat the charges of distribution and publication of indecent photographs of minors. Probably. But it could be an expensive business. And I don’t think you’d like the sort of interface it would create with your public. Do you follow? Child pornography is such an emotive term, isn’t it?’

Aitcheson’s smile had vanished completely now. ‘You sure you’re not a copper?’ he whispered. ‘Or a lawyer?’

‘Me? I’m just a simple working man.’

‘Two parts. You said two parts.’

‘Ah, yes,’ said Banks. ‘As I said, I’m a simple working man, and I wouldn’t want to get tangled up with the law myself. Besides, it would be bad for young Louisa, wouldn’t it? All that limelight, giving evidence in court and all that. Embarrassing. Now, I work on a building site up north, and my fellow workers tend to be a conservative, even rather prudish lot when it comes to this sort of thing. It’s not that they mind looking at a pair of tits on a Playboy centrefold or anything like that, mind you, but, believe me, I’ve heard them talking about child pornography, and I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of some of the actions they propose to deal with the people who spread it, if you know what I mean.’

‘Is this a threat?’

‘Why not? Yes, let’s call it that: a threat. Suits me. Now, you tell me what I want to know, and I won’t tell the lads at the building site about GlamourPuss exploiting young Louisa. Some of them have known her since she was a little baby, you know. They’re very protective. As a matter of fact, most of them will be down here next week to see Leeds play Arsenal. I’m sure they’d be happy to find the
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